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In South Africa, young adolescents are being systemically abandoned and the 
Dutch Reformed Church should aim, due to her presence in each community, to identify 
the systems that are responsible for that abandonment. Then she should proclaim that 
these systems are harming young adolescents to the leaders responsible for the systems. 
Finally, she should engage systemic abandonment itself in order to stem the tide of 
abandonment. 
Through an examination of the world of young South African adolescents via the 
lens of abandonment it was determined that the situation in the US can inform the South 
African context. In order to prove that systemic abandonment is at the core of the 
behavioural problems of young adolescents, the first step was to identify its presence. 
The second step was to examine how systemic abandonment came to be in South African 
society. Finally, there was a need to identify measures to curb the effects thereof. 
The following excerpt from a local Media consortium indicates the problem: 
“Johannesburg – The 18 year old matric pupil who allegedly killed a fellow pupil 
with a sword on Monday, had envisaged a bloodbath. One of the pupils, Shaun Collins, 
17, a Grade 12 pupil at Nic Diederichs Technical High School in Krugersdorp, spoke on 
Tuesday about how the schoolboy had told him and other friends what he planned to do.  
Shaun told how he and his group of friends had seen the teenager ‘losing it.’” Leane Du 
Plessis, Media 24, 20 August 2008.1 
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South Africans were shocked when it became known that a young adolescent 
entered his school in the US and started shooting at his fellow learners at random back in 
2008.1 It later came to light that he was an outcast—a loner who did not adapt well to the 
school environment. Maybe the fact that he came from a single-parent family, his mother 
was divorced and struggling to make ends meet, contributed to him not adapting to his 
social environment. Somewhere something was amiss.  
This is not only happening in the US; it also happened in Krugersdorp, South 
Africa.2 In this case the young, male adolescent dressed up as a ninja and attacked some 
of his schoolmates with a katana blade on the school premises. He too was an outcast and 
did not have any friends. His school acquaintances remember him as being weird. 
This phenomenon has since escalated and is now a regular occurrence. The 
strange behaviour of young adolescents puzzled and intrigued me from the day that I first 
learned about it. Maybe it was my police background that compelled me to unravel this 
strange behaviour of young adolescents. One thing I knew for sure when I started this 
enquiry is that something must have driven these teens to act the way they did. 
Since entering the church as a minister, I interact with a lot of adolescents by 
being on school councils and teaching the Bible to them. Some young adolescents let me 
into their world, which seems to be totally different than that of adults.  They appear to be 
                                                          
1 Statistics show that between February 2000 and September 2009 there were fifty attacks on 
school premises made by adolescents in the US. Between 2010 and 2015 that figure has already being 
surpassed—half the time period. 
 
2 On August 18, 2008, Morne Harmse a pupil at Nic Diederichs Technical High School attacked 
three people on the school campus.  Jacques Pretorius died of his wound – a cut to the neck. 
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suspicious of adults. Some of them seem to rebel against anything that represents 
authority including their parents. The usual way these rebellious adolescents were being 
dealt with was strict disciplinary actions that led to suspension and later expulsion. They 
ended up as outcasts and later several run-ins with the law followed. 
By being a church minister I felt called to not only help these adolescents when 
they were already in trouble, but to prevent these outbursts of seemingly irregular 
behaviour. If unchecked these outbursts lead to violence. In my current parish two 
incidents of murder took place where adolescent children killed their parents. The latter 
was carried out with a great deal of violence by a daughter who savagely attacked her 
mom with knives. 
After talking to many young adolescents, I realised that there was a lot of anger  
due to frustration with school, friends, parents and the government. Armed with this 
burning desire to help adolescents, I set out to find the reasons as to why they were 
frustrated. Nobody in South Africa could help and I was told that the seemingly strange 
behaviour was due to hormones or that they just needed to grow up. 
In 2009, I was offered the opportunity to visit the US on a study tour which 
concentrated on youth ministry. It was during this visit that I ended up at Fuller 
Theological Seminary and had the privilege to talk to Chap Clark. I enrolled for class in 
the Doctor of Ministry program in 2011 and discovered the answer. The strange 
behaviour of young adolescents was explained by Clark as systemic abandonment. 
They could not cope with the systems that the authorities had put in place and had 
been thwarted through time. The system was hurting young adolescents. Being convinced 
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due to exposure to Clark’s theory and seeing systemic abandonment for what it was, I 
therefore undertook this research to expose systemic abandonment in South Africa. 
The research concentrated on three aspects. The first was identifying the problem 
of these young adolescents as systemic abandonment. The second aspect focussed on the 
roots that create systemic abandonment, which must be proclaimed to society. Lastly, 
systemic abandonment must be engaged in order to curb the effects on young 
adolescents. 
In order to carry out this research, I had to identify the most crucial areas where 
systemic abandonment hurts young adolescents. Five areas were identified. Within these 
five areas, systemic abandonment can be clearly distinguished. An area that requires 
further research is sex. Because of the enormity of this area it needs to be addressed 
separately. In Africa, society still has to deal with cultural extremes like virginity checks 
on young female adolescents by tribal elders. The research on systemic abandonment will 





















ABANDONMENT IN THE SOUTH AFRICAN CONTEXT 
 
As a church minister, retired police officer and parent, I often stand shocked at the 
behaviour of young adolescents. Acts like assault on parents, destruction of property, 
theft, dishonesty and the misuse of alcohol seem to be an unending spiral of self-
destruction. As a Christian one must ask oneself what became of Proverbs 29:15, 17 that 
declare: “A rod and a reprimand impart wisdom, but a child left undisciplined disgraces 
its mother. . . . Discipline your children, and they will give you peace; they will bring you 
the delights you desire.”1 
When parents of troubled young adolescents are questioned as to why their 
children behaved in certain ways, they are often unable to answer. These young 
adolescents come from different backgrounds; economic status is not the defining factor.  
The parents usually let out a sigh with the words: “What is wrong with the children of 
today?”    
                                                          
1 Biblica, The Bible - New International Version (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011). 
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This question is not only asked by parents, but is a frequently asked question by 
educators and law enforcement officials in South Africa as well.2 This is a frequently 
asked question to pastors of congregations by parents of unruly or misbehaving children. 
These parents usually lament that the behaviour of their children is totally unacceptable 
because in “their day things were done differently.” 
Parents and non-parents seek advice on how to raise children. This is proven by 
the huge amounts of books on the subject published every year.3 This seems to be a 
legitimate question, due to the fact that children seem to behave differently compared to 
the behaviour of children of a decade ago.4 In light of the frequency that these questions 
are being asked in South Africa, they need to be addressed urgently. 
The urgency comes from the fact that more young adolescents seem to challenge 
the societal system and therefore get into trouble with the law and the societal structures.5  
Research indicates there seems to be a lot of evidence that young adolescents’ behaviour 
has indeed changed. Their attitude has changed to one of questioning everything. Because 
of changes in society issues are not just accepted by young adolescents anymore. 
Authority on every level is challenged and one’s position of authority is not just 
accepted—it must be earned. 
                                                          
2 Department of Education, South Africa, Paper on the Effects of Basic Education (Pretoria: 
2001), 23. 
 
3 A list is published by the biggest bookstores (CUM) at the end of each year and according to 
their sales parenting books are very popular. 
 
4 Chap Clark, Hurt (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004), 23. 
 
5 Celiste van der Walt, “Broken Families Fuel Youth Violence,” Solidarity Magazine 4 (2011): 11. 
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Extensive experience with young adolescents over thirty years and attending class 
for the doctorate program backs the research about systemic abandonment in South 
Africa.6 In order to establish that the phenomenon of systemic abandonment is the force 
behind the “strange” behaviour of young adolescents, it was realised that a comparison 
needed to be made between what is happening in the US and South Africa. The best way 
to do this is looking at five critical areas in the world of the young adolescent. By 
analysing the comparisons between the two societies it is apparent that such a correlation 
can be made.  
To accomplish this research, 350 teenagers between the ages of fourteen and 
eighteen were interviewed. These teenagers came from six different secondary schools, 
of which three were in rural areas of the Free State province and three were in big cities 
(Bloemfontein, Welkom and Durban). Of these teenagers 200 were individual interviews 
and the other 150 were in groups. Two schools, one each from rural and city, were 
traditionally Black schools. 
There are two levels of school—the primary school and the secondary school.  
Primary school starts at age five and ends at age twelve (grade 0 to grade 7). Secondary 
school starts at age thirteen and ends at age eighteen (grade 8 to grade 12). After 
secondary school the pupil can enrol in university directly if he/she qualified with certain 
subjects. Society in South Africa does not clarify between early, middle and late 
adolescents. 
                                                          
6 Cilleste van der Walt, “Fair Treatment at work – When is it Discrimination?” Solidarity 
Magazine 5 (2011): 59. 
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Fifty-two teachers were interviewed of which fourteen are pensioners. Their 
perspective informs the changes of trends amongst teenagers in the school system. Four 
state departments were consulted to obtain information about adolescents. These 
departments were: Social Development, the Institute for Racial Relations and the 
departments of Education and Statistics. 
The focus of the research will now be turned to five crucial areas to determine 
correlation. These areas are family, friends (peers), HIV/Aids, violence and 
unemployment. During discussions on these areas the words of the young adolescents 
themselves will be heard in order to determine if the influencing of social systems creates 
systemic abandonment.7  
By doing this new ground will be broken in the understanding of teenagers in 
South Africa. This paper is intended to help the parent, the teacher and everyone who 
works with youth in South Africa to gain knowledge of the world of South African 
teenagers. Too long society has looked at the question: “What is wrong with the 
children?” It is necessary to take a closer look at the forces that are driving the system in 
South Africa that lead to abandonment of the youth. It is therefore important to shift the 
focus from what the kids seem to do wrong, to how this seemingly different behaviour8 
came about. 
 
                                                          
7 Clark, Hurt, 39. 
 
8 David Elkind, Ties That Stress: The New Family Imbalance (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 









IDENTIFYING FIVE CRITICAL AREAS OF ABANDONMENT 
 
The Family Structure of the Young Adolescent 
There is no shortage of evidence that families are in deep trouble and the number 
of young adolescents who are added to the divorce statistics supports this.1  Parents seem 
to be struggling to keep the family together. Dallas Willard captures this disorder: “The 
mantle of intellectual meaninglessness shrouds every aspect of our common life.  Events, 
things and information flood over us, overwhelming us, disorienting us with threats and 
possibilities we for the most part have no idea what to do about.”2 
 
The South African Context on Family 
Willard’s thoughts are relevant to South African culture. Before 1994, South 
Africa was isolated because of economic and other sanctions because of the political 
situation. Incoming messages were screened and information controlled.3 After 1994 the 
                                                          
1 Department of Statistics, South Africa, Statistics Release P0307 (Pretoria: December 8, 2010), 2. 
 
2 Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy (London: Harper Collins Publishers, 1998), 15. 
 
3 This I have personal experience of because of my time spent in the South African Police, during 
which I personally handled many orders which restricted the free flow of information. Certain books were 
banned as well. 
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floodgates opened and messages, ideas, ideology and advertising entered South African 
society and literally overwhelmed South Africans.4   
The idea of an uninhibited life, free from strict rules, entered the family structure 
as well. The mother was not compelled to stay home to raise children and care for her 
husband. She was free to pursue her own life and career and children were just a part of 
her life. Dad could pursue more of his hobbies. The result was that the children were left 
to care for themselves.5 Mark DeVries states it best writing: “Teenagers today are in 
trouble. And what they don’t know can literally kill them. We are sending our kids into 
adulthood ill prepared for the increasing demands of our complex society.  Like so . . . 
this generation of teenagers enters the confusing battleground of adulthood armed with 
nothing more than vague values and innocuous religious experiences.”6 
The basic traditional structure for families, marriage, has come under a lot of 
pressure the last fifteen years in South Africa. In statistics released by the Department of 
Statistics on December 8, 2010, which covers the period 2000 to 2009 the amount of 
published divorces in South Africa fluctuated between 28 924 and 34 145 per annum. In 
2009 alone, there were 28 295 children (younger than eighteen years old) involved in 
divorce.   
The tendency not to marry is rapidly gaining momentum and living together has 
become standard for young adolescents who have left school. Economic factors play an 
                                                          
4 Erik Du Plessis, The Advertised Mind (Philadelphia: Millward Brown, 2011), 8. 
 
5  Yvonne Retief, Genesing vir Trauma in die Suid-Afrikaanse Konteks (Healing for Trauma in 
the South African Context) (Cape Town: New Holland Publishing, 2004), 120. 
 
6 Mark DeVries, Family Based Youth Ministry (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2004), 35. 
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important role in their decision to live together. It is not uncommon for four or five 
students to rent an apartment while completing their studies. This arrangement carries the 
consent of parents as they will contribute toward the upkeep. It is not uncommon that 
female adolescents fall pregnant during this time.  
Working young adolescents live together in groups of up to six persons per 
apartment to cope with the costs. These groups are not sex specific and relationships 
between them are common. Pregnancies out of wedlock are common. The table below 
shows that 17 214 (56.0 percent) of the 30 763 divorces had children younger than 18 
years indicating that, on the average, there was between one and two children per 
divorce.7 
Figure 1 – Published Divorces 2009 
 
The statistics from this table indicate that many children have to go through 
divorce trauma. The 2009 divorce cases were mainly from first marriages. Approximately 
                                                          































9 percent were second-time divorcees for both parties. About 2 percent are third 
divorces.8 Figure 2 shows the comparison. 
Figure 2:  Number of Times Married at the Time of Divorce 
 
Couples, who have been married for five to nine years, accounted for about one-
quarter of all divorces in 2009. Almost half (48 percent) of the 30 763 divorces in 2009 
were from marriages that lasted less than ten years.9 This entails that children were still 
young when the parents got divorced. The median age at divorce in 2009 was forty-two 
years for men and thirty-eight for women.  
What is notable to see, and it is very important that religious communities take 
notice, is that during the decade of 2000 to 2009, 171 989 marriages were performed of 
which 90 229 (52 percent) were civil solemnisations.10 These civil solemnisations have 
                                                          
8 Ibid., 33. 
 
9 Ibid, 4. 
 











no religious basis.11 If a marriage has no religious basis the upbringing of the children 
probably also will be without religion.12 
Divorce is not the only factor that influences young adolescents in the family 
context. It is however the most traumatic for the students that were interviewed. Another 
factor that influences families in South Africa is time spent together. Clark underpins the 
problem when he states: “The first and most striking observation is that parents seem to 
be fragmented. The time they need to keep their lives in order affects their ability to be 
there for their children. The most common reaction that was observed in teens was a 
sense that their parents do not make much difference in their lives.”13 
The time that adults spend with their children has declined dramatically during the 
last two decades in South Africa.14 The slogan, “It is not the amount of time spent with 
your children that counts, but the quality of time spent” is just another way to hide the 
fact that parents are spending less and less time with their children. In The Divine 
Conspiracy, Willard comments on slogans: “Commercials, catch-words, political slogans 
and high-flying intellectual rumours clutter our mental and spiritual space. Our minds and 
bodies pick them up like a dark suit picks up lint.”15 
                                                          
11 Ibid., 14. 
 
12 Mark DeVries writes in Chapter 8 in Starting Right, “No one has more long-term interest in 
students than their parents;” and “When I ask adults in the church to consider the influence that their 
parents have had on their own faith formation, the vast majority of them have little difficulty describing the 
immensity of that influence,” 2001, 146. 
 
13 Clark, Hurt, 107. 
 
14 Department of Basic Education, South Africa, Annual Report 2009, 35. 
 
15 Willard, The Divine Conspiracy 15. 
14 
 
The third main influence on families is economics. According to the Department 
of Labour the latest unemployment figures for South Africa stand at 26 percent.16 The 
trade union, Solidarity, set the figure much higher at 42 percent. Due to the worldwide 
recession many jobs have been lost in South Africa and the figures from the Department 
of Statistics put the jobs lost at over 1.9-million people in the last three years. With a 
population of nearly 52 million of which 28 million are employable this is nearly 10 
percent. 
The impact of this situation is clearly visible in rural areas and during interviews a 
lot of young adolescents confirmed that their fathers lost their jobs or were retrenched. 
The mining community was the hardest hit. The result is that more  children go hungry 
every night and the different institutions who try to help relieve the situation are literally 
being overrun by the need.17  This situation also was confirmed by the heads of the 
schools that a lot more parents were being handed over to the legal department for 
collection of school fees. 
 The influences in traditionally White and traditionally Black homes are not as 
different as many would assume. Traditionally Black homes face added problems like 
lack of housing and disparagement of wages. This amounts to much greater pressure on 
their family structure. 
                                                          
16 Department of Statistics quarterly report of April 2011, states that unemployment in South 
Africa stands at this number. However, many economic bodies which are also monitoring the 
unemployment situation, disagree with this figure and set the unemployment figure in South Africa at 42 
percent. The main reason for this is that the government is calculating the unemployment on a different set 
of rules of what is employment. The Government calculates that a street vendor is also employed. 
 




A new dimension in families has been added in the last ten years: the 
development of squatter camps for Whites. To date there are thirty such camps.18 The 
White children in these areas, as is the case of the Black children in similar conditions, 
tend not to attend school. To better understand the family abandonment scenario it would 
be wise to include the voices of young adolescents. The next subchapter voices their side. 
 
The Voices of Young Adolescents on Family 
Divorce has the most impact on the life of young adolescents. It is a breeding 
ground for abandonment within the family structure. It is therefore crucial that their side 
of the story be reported. Young adolescents did not choose to be part of this world and 
neither to be part of the divorce. In most cases it is they who tried to reconcile the 
parents, it is they who begged, it is they who cried and it is they who suffer the most. 
What Walt Mueller said about family factors in cases of divorce is true: “It used to be the 
home was the stress-free environment for teenagers. But the many changes taking place 
in the family have transformed the home from a stress reducer to a stress producer.”19 
Roughly, if the statistics are taken into consideration, seventy-eight kids per day see their 
parents’ marriage end up in divorce court.20 After interviews with the 350 students, it 
became clear that many of them have only one parent, either by divorce, abandonment or 
the death of a parent (24 percent). A large portion of the divorced parents, married again. 
After the second marriage also failed, a very small portion of them tried for a third time. 
                                                          
18 Ibid., 41. 
 
19 Walt Mueller, Youth Culture 101 (Grand Rapids MI: Zondervan, 2007), 393. 
 
20 Department of Statistics, South Africa, Statistics Release P0307, 23. 
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These students reported that many of their single, divorced parents do not consider 
marrying ever again. They would rather have friends who sometimes stay over. Tommy21 
is one of the best examples of how divorce can influence the world of the young 
adolescent. Within the conversation he simply stated the following:  
My mother hasn’t got a clue. She keeps running after every man that plays true 
love with her. She can’t survive on her own--she only feels complete if there is a 
man in her life. And let me tell you, she had a lot of weirdos in our house. We are 
now four children in the house and we all have the same mother but we all have 
different fathers. When it comes to visiting hours--boy do we have confusion. 
You know to sort out who are going where and the pick-up and drop-off times. 
I guess it all comes down to economics--my dad has not paid the alimony for me 
for the last four months and things are tight, I mean the rent and electricity bill 
have not been paid for two months now. As the oldest, I try to do odd jobs to help 
with the income but the schoolwork keeps getting in the way. I guess we shall 
survive somehow--I just don’t know for how long? 
 
What is troubling is this is not an isolated response. Many students report similar 
experiences with a father or mother’s new girl/boyfriend. Trudy22 reports her experience 
as: “My dad’s new girlfriend does not like me one bit. She wants all of my dad’s attention 
for herself. She is a real bitch when it comes to competing for the attention of my dad. 
She took me aside one day and told me things will be different around the house when 
she moves in. I tried talking to my dad when we are alone but he keeps on telling me that 
it is adjusting troubles from my side.” 
In South Africa there is still a lot of stigma attached to divorce from society and 
the church community. The students that have been through the divorce of their parents 
reported that they tried to keep it from the knowledge of their friends as long as possible.  
                                                          
21 Tommy is a pseudo name to protect the identity of the young adolescent involved. The 
interview took place at Hennenman on September 14, 2010. 
 
22 Trudy is a pseudo name to protect the identity of the young adolescent. The interview took place 
at Welkom on October 10, 2010. 
17 
 
Outsiders were kept in the dark and it was considered a private matter. Mary23 explains: 
“I felt like dying. I could not sleep. The scandal of my parents’ divorce would ruin it all 
for me. My dad and mom do not know what they are doing to me. I just want to run away 
and start over somewhere else. My friend’s families are so happy – why must this happen 
to me now. Don’t they know that I have enough stress already?” 
When Black students were asked what they had to say about marriage the answers 
were clearly systemic abandonment. Tony24 reported: “I don’t even know who my dad is. 
When I asked my mother where he is, she just said that they had a short history and that 
he left her to fend for herself. He never made contact again – that was 17 years ago.  My 
sisters have a different father than me – he is also absent.” Thuli25 had this to say: “What 
you don’t understand is that the black people have a different view of marriage. We do 
not necessarily marry in a church or at the court. A traditional marriage means that you 
decide to live together and after a while it is accepted that you are married. The husband 
can leave when he wants to. It is a free flowing system and it is accepted that way in our 
communities.” 
It seems that isolation is the most hurtful factor in divorces. The young adolescent 
is isolated from the parents while the parents are dealing with the divorce.  Also young 
adolescents are isolated from friends because of the shame they feel. DeVries sums it up: 
“We can find the primary cause of the current crisis in youth ministry in the ways that our 
                                                          
23 Mary is a pseudo name to protect the identity of the young adolescent involved. The interview 
took place at Hennenman on September 14, 2010. 
 
24 Tony is a pseudo name to protect the young adolescent. The interview was held at Welkom on 
October 10, 2010. 
 
25 Thuli is a pseudo name to protect the adolescent involved. The interview took place at 
Theunissen on January 23, 2011. 
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culture and our churches have systematically isolated young people from the very 
relationships that are most likely to lead them to maturity. Granting our children the 
‘privilege of being left alone’ has served, in part, to create a wholesale epidemic of adult 
neglect of the next generation.”26 
The second factor that influences the family most according to the students is the 
time their parents spend with them. The students reported that they do want to spent time 
with their parents. All agreed that they felt that parents are absent; they would rather 
pursue work, sport, friendships and leisure. 
The students were eager to make excuses for the absence of their parents. When 
asked how their parents’ absence personally affected them, teenagers overwhelming said 
it damaged relationships. One of the young adolescents said that his parents do not care. 
Another told a horrifying story of how her dad gave her a substantial amount of money 
and told her that he did not want to see her for the weekend.  Apparently he had his 
“skelmpie”27 over for the weekend. 
After conversations with young adolescents, it is clear agreement can be reached 
with DeVries: “Without question, the most damaging isolation that teenagers in our 
culture experience is within their own families. American parents spend less time with 
their children than do parents in any other country in the world, according to Harvard  
 
                                                          
26 De Vries, Family Based Youth Ministry, 36. 
  
27 It is an Afrikaans word for an “illicit affair.” 
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Psychiatrist Armand Nicholi.”28 Susan29 sums it up the best when she replied to the 
question of the absence of parents:  
Whenever I approach my parents, they tell me that I must come back later when 
they have the time. This means that I must sort this out myself because they never 
have time. They never attend any of my sport events and this means that it is the 
gang that will go together. The gang is my friends that have the same problem 
with their parents. We look out for one another and we help one another to make 
safe decisions. 
 
Clark identified this kind of behaviour by referring to the “world beneath.” The South 
African context corresponds with the US. Clark states: “Many if not most mid-
adolescents have been set adrift by parental and familial authorities, and they are 
operating as if they are on their own.”30 
These young adolescent also talked about the different ways they are supposed to 
react to different situations, because of absent parents that force them to make decisions 
for themselves. At school they can survive by knowing what makes the teachers “tick.”  
At home they know how to please the parents by doing and saying the things they want to 
hear. That do not necessarily mean that they are going to do what they are saying they are 
going to do.   
This multi-layered life of the young adolescent has been identified by Clark when 
he realised that young adolescents have difficulty connecting abstract thoughts through 
the different layers which form their world. He states: “I observed a nearly universal 
                                                          
28 DeVries, Family Based Youth Ministry, 41. 
 
29 Susan is a pseudo name to protect the identity of the individual involved. The interview was 
held at Theunissen on January 23, 2011. 
 
30 Clark, Hurt, 108. 
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inability to integrate the many layers of their lives with any sense of abstract cohesion.”31 
This difficulty to integrate the different layers is also apparent in conversations with the 
young adolescents in the schools that were visited. One of the students stated: “That the 
system expects of him to act differently because that keeps him out of trouble.” When he 
was asked if it meant that he sometimes did things that he did not agree with to stay out 
of trouble, he simply said: “Yes.” He could not grasp that it meant he is multi-layering. 
If the comments on absent parents by the students are taken into consideration, 
there can be no argument against the fact that this is abandonment. This is more apparent 
with Black students who report a greater abandonment culture within their communities. 
According to students this is getting worse due to the fact that grandparents, who stepped 
in to help with the care of the young adolescent, are literally dying out. This is due to the 
HIV/AIDS pandemic in South Africa.   
 A third influencing factor within families is that young adolescents tend to drop 
out of school. According to statistics, this happens a lot. The year 2015 saw a record 
amount of students drop out before completing school.32 When the students were asked 
why this happens, they said it is due to absent parents and financial reasons. Many young 
adolescents had to leave school to earn a living. This is an alarming statement and after 
looking at the statistics,33 the figure below confirms this.  
 
                                                          
31 Ibid., 36. 
 
32  Department of Education, South Africa, Press release on Matric Results (Pretoria: December 
28, 2015), 1-3. 
 




Figure 3: Drop Out by Grade 2007/2008 
 
Financial problems with the worldwide recession have caused a lot of job losses 
in South Africa.34 This impacts students because 38 percent of their parents have been 
retrenched. This economic impact will be discussed later in this chapter.  
Finally, the students were asked about time spent by themselves or with friends. 
All of them responded that they have hectic schedules and time for themselves or to 
interact with friends was limited. When they do have spare time they try and spend it 
with their friends. 
The schedules of young adolescents are indeed hectic and during exams this 
multiplies. Some schools even have normal classes after the children have finished 
writing exams. This echoes in the voices of young adolescents when they report high 
levels of stress. When school principals were asked about this they just shrugged their 
shoulders and blamed the education department or the workload.   
Elkind reports on how children are handling stress:  
                                                          
34 Paul Joubert, “Labour Participation Is Still Shrinking,” Solidarity Magazine 5 (2011), 20. 


















Adults have been well served by this new emphasis on the stresses of everyday 
life, but pressured children and youth have not. Adults regard the life demands 
made on them as necessarily more stressful than those experienced by the young. 
We would, we believe, readily exchange the pressures we feel in the workplace 
for the school demands, peer pressure, athletic competition, rapid physiological 
changes, and emotional vicissitudes experienced by children and youth. As a 
result of this attitude among adults, children and youth are not offered the services 
of the helping professions to same extent that adults are, nor are other stress-
reducing techniques made available to them.35 
 
When it was indicated to the principals that running the school in this manner must 
induce a lot of stress upon the students, they bluntly reported, “This is the way things are 
in the schools these days,” and “That students must suck up the pressure and do their 
part.” The two Black schools that were visited were very apathetic to the whole idea of 
stress on students. 
The worst case scenario is the total lack of schooling of adolescents. There are 
many reasons for this lack of schooling, but economic recession, the absence of parents 
or caregivers and HIV/AIDS, has a huge impact on the fact that the youth do not attend 












                                                          
35 Elkind, Ties That Stress, 184. 
 
36 Department of Statistics, South Africa, Supplement on the Department of Basic Education 
Yearly Report (Pretoria: 2010), 32. 
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Figure 4: Number and Percentage of Children not Attending an Education Institution 
2002 to 2009 
 
 AGE 
7 to 15 
 AGE 
16 to 18 
 AGE 
7  to 18 
 
 NUMBER       % NUMBER      % NUMBER     % 
2002 345 501 3.7 514 534 17.6 860 035 7.0 
2003 265 328 2.8 522 914 17.2 788 242 6.4 
2004 216 678 2.3 520 016 17.3 736 694 6.3 
2005 209 309 2.2 539 177 17.8 748 486 6.0 
2006 227 324 2.4 551 628 17.5 778 951 6.2 
2007 200 520 2.1 477 411 14.8 677 931 5.4 
2008 194 901 2.1 525 200 16.2 720 101 5.7 
2009 142 843 1.5 519 576 16.7 662 419 5.3 
 
The figure implies that for the last decade nearly 750 000 children per year did 
not receive any schooling. Abandonment on this scale is unacceptable. The Education 
Department is working on this and commented on this report: “This report has provided 
extensive information on the South African school system in the form of selected macro 
indicators. It focuses on trends over time and identifies areas of progress and of concern 
in South Africa’s overall education goals of access, efficiency, quality and equity.”37 In 
another report they write, “The Department has identified interventions to combat the 
challenge of poor education quality and through its Action Plan to 2014 as well as the 
                                                          
37 Department of Statistics, South Africa, Supplement on the Department of Basic Education 
Yearly Report, 32. 
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Minister’s Delivery Agreement, is committed to ensuring the delivery of quality 
education to all learners.”38 
The pass rate for the final school year, the grade 12’s, is just over 360 000 out of a 
possible 500 000 (73 percent).39 If this is combined with the number of youth that do not 
attend school, the result is nearly 800 000 children that do not receive proper education. 
Over 40 000 students rewrite the final exams and 80 percent of them pass. The matter 
still remains that about 759 759 never complete their schooling. 
 
Summary on Family 
It has been established that the traditional nuclear family structure is falling 
apart.40 It can be directly attributed to the high divorce rate. For the young adolescent it 
feels like the sky is falling.41 The absence of parents to pursue their own life was 
examined and it hurries children because they must decide for themselves earlier. The 
economic situation contributes to systemic abandonment because of job losses and the 
influence on the families involved. The Black community has been experiencing this 
abandonment in a higher intensity, mostly due to cultural and political factors. 
 
The Young Adolescents’ Friends (Peers) 
The concept of peers for the young adolescent is fast changing and similar to that 
of young adolescent in the US. The traditional family consisted of a dad, a mom and 
                                                          




40 DeVries, Family-based Youth Ministry, 193.    
 
41 Alan J. Roxburgh, The Sky is Falling (Eagle, ID: ACI Publishing, 2005), 28. 
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children. This was the norm for the South African society until the 1990s. The Church 
promoted this traditional view vigorously42 and within the society any another system 
was strongly discouraged. The young adolescent had friends with the same family 
structure and any other family structures were viewed with suspicion. 
 
The South African Context on Friends 
In the interviews it was discovered that the traditional family was a strange 
concept for young adolescents. The majority of them do not live in such a system. This is 
because the traditional view of family has dramatically changed in the last ten years. 
With absent parents and the school system at a breaking point,43 the young adolescent is 
depending more on his peers. This assumption is in correlation with what Clark says: 
“Today, high schools are populated by smaller groupings of friends, or clusters, who 
navigate as a unit the complex network of social interdependence with a loyalty similar to 
that of a family.”44 
It can be said that there is a “new urban” revolution45 slowly taking place in the 
world of the young adolescent because authority is challenged on many fronts. This state 
of restlessness for young adolescents was confirmed by the comments of principals from 
                                                          
42 As a minister, I was instructed at theological seminary, that this is the only true family structure 
and that all other structures were to be strongly discouraged. 
 
43 Teachers Federation of South Africa, Report on the Possible Collapse of the School System 
(Pretoria: October 10, 2011), 33. It states that the education system in South Africa was on the brink of 
collapse. 
 
44 Clark, Hurt, 74. 
 
45 Eric O. Jacobsen, Sidewalks in the Kingdom (Grand Rapids MI: Brazos Press, 2003), 157. 
Jacobsen talks about “urban revolution” stating, “Partially because I was restless with what I perceived as 
the dominant middle-class culture.” 
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the schools that were visited. There is a tendency for young adolescents in schools and in 
their social world that Eric Jacobsen explains: “Radical ideas had gained orthodox status, 
and there was a form of social censure for ideas that were deemed too conservative.”46 
The young adolescent must adapt in this new environment to “survive.”  Due to 
the current school system, young adolescents form clusters to protect them from the 
system. A practical example is where a boy was harassed for over a year by an older kid. 
The older kid is a problem kid in school. The cluster stepped in and the bully backed off. 
This is typical of what Clark describes: “A social hierarchy and structure organize and 
order their relationships, both friendships and romantic relationships.”47 The main reason 
why the peer situation is rapidly changing is in line with the reasoning of Clark: “In short, 
clusters develop because mid-adolescents know they have no choice but to find a safe, 
supportive family and community, and in a culture of abandonment, the peer group seems 
to be the only option they have.”48 
In South Africa the young adolescent is only allowed by law to drive by him or 
herself after they reach the age of eighteen. This limits their ability to be independent 
until they are out of school. Usually the cluster will have an alternative to overcome this. 
One of the parents will be asked to drop them off at the friend’s house.   
Another reason why clusters are being formed is the tendency for parents to enrol 
their children in one of the better schools in the big cities. This means that a lot of the 
                                                          
46 Ibid. 
  
47 Clark, Hurt, 75. 
 
48 Ibid., 79. 
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young adolescents are in hostels. It is not strange for children as young as nine to be 
enrolled in schools with hostels. This creates cluster forming at a young age. 
Taking the “what of clusters” that Clark used,49 the same methodology was 
applied to the South African context to establish the character of clusters. The size, 
gender, loyalty and rules within clusters were examined at six high school campuses. The 
results showed a large parallel with the US but with small differences.  
Where size is concerned, the cluster can contain as few as three or four and as 
many as six or seven members. This is smaller than in the United States. When it comes 
to gender the clusters are gender specific, but not to the extent of that in the US. Some of 
the clusters were relationship specific. Clusters were formed for couples exclusively.   
The place of females in South African society is still largely repressed. The 
female is still seen as inferior to a male and discrimination in the workplace is still 
evident. In the larger context, the female’s role in the family is still subordinate to that of 
the man. This tends to spill over to young adolescent relationships. Girls see themselves 
only as fulfilled when they have a boyfriend.  This is especially applicable in rural areas. 
The question of loyalty and commitment within the cluster is one of fierce loyalty 
to one another. It is not uncommon that a group member will be shunned once her loyalty 
is in question. The message will not be necessarily verbal. This non-verbal message is 
usually that the shunned member would not be informed of the cluster’s activities. 
During conversations with the students at a school campus, a shunned member 
shared that his cluster rejected him by not telling him about an upcoming test. When he 
did inquire about the work for the test, he was given the wrong information. He got the 




message that he was not welcome anymore. The reason for his shunning was because he 
showed interest in a girl from another school. 
The last character of clusters that was looked at was rules and norms. The cluster 
develops their own rules and norms but they are seldom spoken about. A certain clothing 
style will be appreciated while the clothing of another cluster will be disapproved off. 
Hairstyles are important and haircuts will define one cluster from another. Rules will 
include a certain manner in which the cluster approach homework or the way they 
communicate with the establishment. That includes the way they talk to school teachers. 
The cluster is a new way in which the young adolescent is currently organizing 
their world. Five-to-ten years back, young adolescents had a tendency to form cliques. As 
they are catching up on world trends, mainly because of the free interaction with 
electronic media, the abandonment from parents and the system as a whole is being 
realised. 
The South African establishment is having a difficult time handling young 
adolescents and there is a strong movement back to stricter discipline. This hastens the 
forming of clusters50 because this creates a world beneath. Circumstances have changed 
too much to use outdated methods and the social system is hard pressed to keep up with 
the changes. 
It is clear from conversations with them, that a lot of parents do not know what to 
do with their children. More parents are abandoning their children to fend for themselves. 
Many parents are still in denial that the world has changed. They still insist that it is only 
                                                          
50 Clark, Hurt, 85-86. Clark states the following: “These and countless other programmatic 
assumptions may have a noble intent, and in some cases may even appear to the adults in charge to be 
somewhat workable, but they do not take the changing youth culture and relational shift seriously.” 
29 
 
teenagers going through adolescence. Other parents just choose to stop interacting with 
their children. The best example to explain the attitude of parents towards their children 
is DeVries’s example: 
A sign spotted in a toy shop window in the late 1980’s captures the attitude of 
hopeless confusion this generation of parents had inherited when it comes to what 
to do with their own children and teenagers: 1920 - spank them; 1930 – deprive 
them; 1940 – ignore them; 1950 – reason with them; 1960 – love them; 1970 – 
spank them lovingly; 1980 – to hell with them! The cumulative result of these 
changes is that the tried-and-true formulas for parenting--the way our parents did 
it-- are not always reliable road maps anymore.51 
 
The Dutch Reformed Church is socially stuck between the 1940s and the 1980s. This is 
reflected in the ways they tend to handle youth issues within congregations. Youth 
workers keep the children busy while the rest of the congregation practise religious 
activities. The idea of family ministry is totally new to most congregations. 
Elders of many congregations say things like, “The teenagers are weird and it is 
best to keep them apart from the congregation until they learn how to behave 
themselves,” and “I feel so satisfied that I don’t have to be their keeper.” This attitude 
isolates the young adolescent further. Like Jaco52 said: “Even the church don’t like us.” 
The end result of this attitude of the Church is abandonment or isolation. They 
then seek alternative means outside the Church to satisfy their need to be loved 
unconditionally. Clark describes this best when he illustrates the concept of the world 
                                                          
51 DeVries, Family-based Youth Ministry, 78. 
 
52 Jaco is a pseudo name to protect the identity of the adolescent involved. The interview was held 
at Durban, November 23, 2012. 
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beneath53 that the young adolescent creates to survive the adult world of expectations. 
Clark exposes the problem when he comments on the situation in the US:  
Three major issues are related to the world beneath. First, adolescents intuitively 
believe they have no choice but to create their own world: To survive, they have 
to band together and burrow beneath the surface to create their own safe place. 
Second, because mid-adolescents sense an emotional and relational starvation, the 
most important thing in their lives is a relational focused home where they know 
they are welcome. Third, mid-adolescents have an amazing ability to band 
together in a way that satisfies their longing to connect with others while trying to 
navigate the conflicting and at times harrowing journey of adolescence.54 
 
The outcome is one of abandonment because the young adolescent, who is a 
whirlpool of feelings, tends to replace the empty feeling with “love” from the “pool” of 
other young adolescents. Sex is viewed as the ultimate realisation of love and the media 
pushes this idea on a large scale in South Africa. The result in part of this kind of love is 
unwanted pregnancies. The following table illustrates the percentage of school going 
pregnancies in South Africa,55 




                                                          
53 Clark, Hurt, 59. 
 
54 Ibid, 59-60. 
 
55 Department of Basic Education South Africa, Human Sciences Research Council with support 
from UNICEF, “Report on Teenage pregnancies – with a specific focus on school-going learners” 
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The report states that only 10 percent of adolescents aged 15 are sexually active. 
But by 19 however, 60 percent are sexually active. At the age of 15 the ratio of the 
number of girls reporting sexual activity to the number who fall pregnant is thirteen to 
one. This decreases to seven to one at age 16 and to three to one from 17 years of age 
onwards. This means that by age 17 and alarming 39 percent of sexually active ladies will 
become pregnant. 
The majority of students acknowledged that they know a friend or relative who 
fell pregnant while still attending school. Pregnancies of schoolgirls have escalated over 
the last decade. This can be ascribed to a government allowance for every child whose 
mother is not able to support the child. The idea is very noble but it is abused by young 
female adolescents who are having child after child in order to receive the allowance. It 
has been reported that school girls from as young as fourteen fall pregnant in order to use 
the allowance as a means of income.56 
  If the young mothers cluster together, the combined income can easily reach 
about R3500.00 ($213.50) per household, depending on the number of young mothers 
living together and the amount of children between them. The young mothers are 
deprived of opportunities to complete school and are untrained for work. The income as a 
cluster is by no means sufficient. By being mothers they enter a new life phase. 
Clustering under young adolescents has not reached the proportions of that in the 
US, but South African youth are catching up fast. Parents still play an important part and 
discipline in most homes is in place. This has changed progressively in ten years. More 
young adolescents are disgruntled with this method of being raised. Because parents tend 
                                                          
56 This I constantly come across in my ministry. The interviews I conducted also confirmed it. 
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to be absent in order to provide for the family, friends are beginning to determine trends 
for young adolescents, not the parents. The young adolescent is still expected to be silent 
and speaking up is strongly discouraged. The young adolescent that does speak up, is 
quickly branded as a trouble maker.  
 
The Voices of Young Adolescents on Friends (Peers) 
Two themes seemed to be at the heart of the problem for the majority of young 
adolescents. They were: “The adults don’t seem to understand us;”57 and “They always 
want to do things the way they have been doing it!” When these themes were conveyed to 
parents and teachers, they had two reactions. The first was that teenagers must adapt to 
the adult world. The second was ignorance of the changing world of the young 
adolescent. By ignoring obvious differences, systemic abandonment is created. Clark 
explains: “And it is easy to see that in the minds of adults, adolescence has not changed 
much if at all over the decades or even the centuries.”58 
The statement of Petrus59 (age 16) on adults makes sense when looked at from his 
perspective: “The whole time adults keep on telling us what to do, how to handle life. 
When you ask them about the internet or Facebook, they blankly stare at you and tell you 
that the electronic media is bad for you because the electronic world will rob you of the 
pleasures of life. The next moment they tell you to go and look up stuff for the science 
project on the internet. How’s that for two-faced.” The ignorance of parents about the 
                                                          
57 This is my own opinion after consulting with children in the last thirty-two years. 
 
58 Clark, Hurt, 25. 
 
59 Petrus is a pseudo name to protect the adolescent involved. The interview was held at Marian 
Hill, March 21, 2012. 
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influence of friends on their children can sometimes be astounding. Victor60 had a strict 
father that forbade the watching of certain programmes on television. He simply visited 
his friend’s house when the programmes were on the television that he wanted to watch. 
The visits were done with the consent of the father not knowing the true reason for the 
visits.   
The example of Victor illustrates clearly that the young adolescent is being 
influenced by friends or peers. This influence can range from what Deon61 said: “I obey 
my parents in every way” to what Alex62 said: “My decisions are made after contacting 
my friends because my parents don’t know what the world is like that I have to live in.” 
When Sipho63 was asked as to what determines his decision making, he said: “My mother 
is never at home and we have it tough to make it through the month. She has three jobs at 
three different employers. I don’t know my father. My mother says he left before I was 
born. I make decisions on my own. My friends take the lead from me because I am big 
and strong.” 
During interviews with Black students a different world of decision-making to 
that of the Whites was revealed. Many Black students are left alone from an early age 
because the mother is a single parent and has to work. The child has to make decisions 
                                                          
60 Victor is a pseudo name for the adolescent to protect his identity. The interview was held at 
Welkom on October 20, 2010. 
 
61 Deon is a pseudo name to protect the adolescent’s identity. The interview was held at Pinetown 
on May 12, 2013. 
 
62 Alex is a pseudo name to protect the identity of the adolescent. The interview was held at 
Pinetown on May 12, 2013. 
 
63 Sipho is a pseudo name to protect the identity of the individual. The interview was held at 
Theunissen on January 23, 2011. 
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from an early age. White children are dependent on their parents for decision making and 
continue until adolescence. This is however changing because of hectic schedules on both 
the side of parents and young adolescents. These White students also make decisions 
earlier on their own. 
Yvonne64 was asked, “What her friends mean to her?” She replied: “My friends 
are my world. I don’t know what I shall do without them. My parents are not around in 
school and there is a lot to do. This means that I must make decisions on my own and my 
friends help with that. You know on matters such as what to wear to the school dance, 
hairstyles and dates.” The students were put on the spot when asked: “Who will 
ultimately determine a decision-- your friends or your parents?” The majority declared it 
was their parents but they wished it to be different. Many of the students admitted that 
they carefully screen the information that reaches their parents. George65 had this to say: 
“My father has said to me a lot of times that while I am under his roof, his word is law. 
So I simply don’t tell him everything and make a lot of my own decisions. I usually take 
the stuff that requires his signature to him when he comes home tired from work.” 
In interviews it became clear that a lot of information does not reach parents. Bad 
news tends to be withheld more and friends will assist in this deception. The young 
adolescent gets around bad information by mispresenting the facts. The teacher is usually 
the cause and not the young adolescent.66 
                                                          
64 Yvonne is a pseudo name to protect the identity of the individual. The interview was held at 
Welkom on October 10, 2010. 
 
65 George is a pseudo name to protect the identity of the adolescent. The interview was held at 
Pinetown on May 12, 2013. 
 
66 This fact has been confirmed by all of the six headmasters of the schools that were visited. 
35 
 
Adults are more and more excluded in the social world of the young adolescent 
because they feel that adults cannot be trusted. The gap between the two sides was 
created by the adults’ unwillingness to change. DeVries exposes this when he says: 
“Perhaps the most tragic shift during the past fifty years has been that we have begun to 
treat adolescents as adults rather than as those in the process of completing their 
childhood, in transition toward adulthood.”67 An interesting observation made during 
these interviews is that if relationships within families are strong, the influence of friends 
or peers has less effect on the decision making of young adolescents. This is what 
Andrew Root means when he talks about relational ministry.68 
Some friends of young adolescents get them in trouble. The use of alcohol plays a 
big role in the life of young adolescents.69 The incidents are numerous where the lives of 
young adolescents were destroyed by the misuse of alcohol and driving under the 
influence. Peer pressure is huge when it comes to drinking alcohol while partying. It was 
confirmed during the interviews that young adolescents only accept you as an adult when 
you had been drunk: the more alcohol, the better the party. 
The most alarming aspect of drinking is drinking to get drunk as soon as possible. 
When asked why the young adolescent’s response was always: “To get away from it all.” 
This remark corresponds with what Elkind has to say: “Today, however, postmodern 
                                                          
67 De Vries, Family-based Youth Ministry, 53. 
 
68 Andrew Root, Relationships Unfiltered (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2009), 43. 
 
69 Clark, Hurt, 163. 
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psychological and social pressures—what I have called the new imbalance—not physical 
disease, account for most of the deaths and illness among children and youth.”70 
The lengths many will go to get drunk is frightening. An incident came to light 
where a group of teens used gasoline (petrol) mixed with orange soda to get drunk. No 
thoughts are given to the consequences of alcohol abuse. A story was told of a young 
adolescent that was responsible for his best friend’s death. They were driving on a 
scooter while heavily intoxicated. They crashed and the crash killed his best friend. He 
was the driver. 
 
Summary on Friends 
There can be no doubt that a young adolescent’s friends are affecting his decision 
making. Brushes with the law are not uncommon, and to fit in with their peers, many 
make foolish decisions that lead to problems. This has a rippling affect because it does 
not only affect those directly involved—it touches her family too. To conclude this 
subchapter Elkind utter true words: “The effects of the new imbalance are perhaps most 
striking in the area of substance abuse. Many young people deal with stress in the same 
way many adults do, namely, by using substances such as alcohol or other drugs.”71 
 
The Young Adolescents Challenge of HIV/AIDS 
South Africa is facing one of its biggest health challenges to date. This challenge 
is the pandemic of HIV/AIDS. This pandemic has already reached extraordinary levels. 
                                                          
70 Elkind, Ties That Stress: The New Family Imbalance, 202. 
 
71 Ibid., 203. 
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The trade union Solidarity, which gathers and monitors the situation concerning 
HIV/AIDS, reports that every one worker out of five is HIV/AIDS positive.72   
The pandemic causes huge trauma for the young adolescent by their parents 
dying, losing their source of income, relocation, foster care, change of schools and taking 
charge of the family. The question is not: “If abandonment is taking place because of the 
HIV/AIDS pandemic,” but “How much?” The extent of the problem will be examined in 
order to determine how it impacts young adolescents. 
 
The South African context on HIV/AIDS 
In 2002 Thabo Mbeki, then president of South Africa made world headlines when 
he denied the existence of the HIV/AIDS virus.73 When confronted with the world’s 
medical expertise, he simply lied that he was misunderstood. While Mbeki was president, 
it was a struggle to get medicine to combat the spreading of the disease. He was 
supported by the health minister, Dlamini Zuma, who said the cure can be found in a diet 
of beetroot and African potatoes.74 
Expecting and nursing mothers transferred the disease to their babies. It is 
estimated that 26 000 babies a year were infected in South Africa by being breastfed.75 
Free sex with many partners was not discouraged by the government because HIV/AIDS 
was a non-existing disease. 
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73 AIDS Foundation of South Africa, Report on AIDS prevalence (Cape Town, June 2011), 3. 
 
74 Ibid., 4. 
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Women face a greater risk of HIV infection. On average in South Africa there are 
three women infected with HIV for every two men infected. The difference is greatest in 
the 15-24 age groups, where three young women for every one young man are infected. 
The fact that the government did not take this virus seriously, had the grave consequences 
that millions died. The majority were parents, leaving the young children orphaned. 
The HIV/AIDS situation differs drastically between the Black population and the 
White population. The situation is much worse in Black communities. This situation can 
be deducted from Figure 6 shown below, if the concentration of race groups per province 
are taken in consideration. The provinces with a greater concentration of Black people 
have a greater concentration of HIV/AIDS.  
The statistics released by an independent AIDS society, the Actuality Society of 
South Africa, stated in 2009 that of the total population of South Africa 17.5 percent were 
AIDS positive. The number of infected were 5.3 million people. The number of orphans 
left in the wake of the pandemic is a staggering 1.3 million of whom 220 000 are under 
the age of 15.  
It is not hard to realise that the systems of foster care, social services and AIDS 
organisations were overwhelmed.76 South Africa has the highest number of people 
infected of AIDS globally in 2009. South Africa also ranks in the top five highest HIV 
prevalence countries in the world, with 310 000 deaths in 2008 alone.77 The next graph 
shows HIV prevalence in South Africa per province in 2008. Kwa-Zulu Natal shows the 
highest prevalence of HIV. The Western Cape has the lowest prevalence. 
                                                          





Figure 6:  Estimated HIV Prevalence among South Africans, 2008 
 
Many factors contribute to the spread of HIV/AIDS. These include: poverty, inequality, 
social instability, high levels of sexually transmitted infections, low status of women, 
sexual violence, high mobility (particular migrant labour), limited or uneven access to 
quality medical care and a history of poor leadership in the response to the epidemic. 
Young adolescents are expected to live in these conditions and it severely impacts on 
them. 
Efforts to stem the tide of new infections have only had limited success.78 
Research shows high levels of knowledge about the means of transmission of HIV and 
the understanding of methods of prevention. However, this does not translate into HIV-
preventive behaviour. Behavioural change and social change are long-term processes, and 
the factors that predispose people to infection—such as poverty and inequality, patriarchy 
and illiteracy—cannot be addressed in the short term. Vulnerability to, and the impact of, 
the epidemic is proving to be most, catastrophic at community, and household level.79 
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Hundreds of people of all ages die in South Africa every day of AIDS-related diseases, 
mainly because they have not been able to access effective treatment. 
The hardship for those infected and their families (especially the young) begin 
long before people die. These are: stigma and denial cause many people to delay or refuse 
testing, fear and despair following diagnosis, poor-quality counselling and lack of 
support, poverty preventing adequate nutrition, limited access to clinics, waiting lists for 
accessing antiretroviral therapy (ART) treatment programmes, loss of income and 
support when a breadwinner becomes ill and the diversion of household resources to 
provide care exacerbate poverty. The burden upon family members, particularly children 
and older people caring for terminally ill adults being the trauma of bereavement and 
orphan ship, compromise the physical and mental well-being of entire households.80 This 
all happens in a society where the majority of children live in poverty and 23 percent of 
the economically active population is unemployed (the figure rises to around 40 percent 
if people who have given up looking for work are included).81  
The effects of the HIV/AIDS pandemic were observed for seven years during the 
research into systemic abandonment. The research covered a house care facility named 
“Our place.” The name was chosen to reflect that they have nowhere else to go; they have 
been shunned by everyone. Freddie’s82 family has shunned him because he was accused 
of being sexual perverse. The perception that one has to be a homosexual in order to 
catch HIV/AIDS did not help his cause. 
                                                          




82 Freddie is a pseudo name to protect the individual. The interview took place at Bloemfontein on 
May 10 2009. 
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Children as young as three years have been observed that died from HIV/AIDS at 
“our place.” The disease does not discriminate where age is concerned. These “thrown 
away” people are being nursed by non-professionals who have dedicated their time to 
help these people. It is privately funded and has to make do with what they receive as 
donations. The state does not contribute in any way. When they die, they are buried on 
the premises, nobody wants them, even in death. 
For many years, the burden of care and support has fallen primarily on the 
shoulders of impoverished rural communities when sick family members return as they 
can no longer work or care for themselves. That usually means that young adolescents 
and even younger children have to leave school in order to secure an income to sustain 
the family. The young adolescent becomes the parent to care for younger siblings.  
It has been observed that households are being run by children as young as eight 
years old. It was not uncommon to discover during weekly visits that within a week as 
many as eighteen new households had to be run by children. Some of them were found 
sitting next to their dead parents. 
Community-based care has been promoted as the best option since it would be 
impossible to care for hundreds of thousands of people dying from AIDS in public 
hospitals. The resilience and capacity to care for the dying and to provide for those left 
behind in impoverished communities is extremely overstretched.83 There remains an 
acute need for social protection and interventions to support the most vulnerable 
households (those left to be run by the young) affected by this pandemic. 
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UNAIDS estimates that there were 1 800 000 children up to the age of 17 whose 
mothers had died of AIDS living in South Africa at the end of 2008.84 More than 10 
percent of children in South Africa are orphaned by the pandemic. Where the cause of 
death is AIDS, there is a greater likelihood of vulnerability, due to the probability of the 
child being infected with HIV. The majority of orphaned children, regardless of their 
HIV status, live in deeply impoverished households. Apart from the loss of their parents, 
they face inadequate nutrition and poor access to education and health care.85 
Orphaned children tend to do better if they remain in familiar surroundings and 
family units. This does not need to be their biological families. At the same time, the 
pressures upon households absorbing orphaned children can be overwhelming.86 
Of these households many are “skip generation” households; that is, families in 
who the caregivers are the grandparents because their own offspring have died and they 
are looking after their grandchildren. They are often providing for the entire household 
from their pension, may have health issues themselves and may be ill-equipped for the 
demands of raising young children and adolescents. 
The phenomenon of child-headed households has attracted a lot of attention.87 
Older children have shown tremendous resourcefulness and resilience in caring for 
younger siblings. Depending on the ages and circumstances of the children concerned, a 
child-headed household may be a better option than for children to be separated and 
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absorbed into other households. However, lack of adequate support means older children 
are often providing care at the expense of their own education or future plans. 
Orphaned children in impoverished households are vulnerable to being exploited. 
This exploitation includes child abuse, child trafficking, sexual exploitation, being used 
by adults to commit crime or to do hazardous work.88 They are also vulnerable to neglect 
and starvation if they are not taken to a place of safety. 
Jacob Zuma became president in 2003. He introduced programmes that changed 
the plight of HIV/AIDS infected people. An example is the Child Support Grant to all 
eligible children which was changed to include children up to the age of 15 years. The 
department of social development reported that at the end of 2008, 8.3 million children 
were receiving this grant.89 
South Africa has the largest anti HIV/AIDS programme in the world, but the 
implementation at ground level is seriously lacking momentum. According to the 
government it is due to a backlog of 157 000 applications and a severe shortage of social 
workers to process these.90 The local clinic is always short of the necessary drugs to treat 
and prevent the disease. 
The lack of a social security net combined with the high levels of unemployment 
mean that the young adolescent slip further and further into poverty. Unfortunately, much  
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of this deepening poverty is invisible to donors and policy makers.91 Local organisations 
find themselves overwhelmed with requests for support while they themselves lose staff 
and volunteers to the pandemic. The research thus shows that the HIV/AIDS pandemic is 
one of the main contributors to systemic abandonment because the system cannot cope 
under this extreme pressure. The abandonment is enhanced further because the young 
adolescent has to accept responsibility to care for themselves and their family. 
 
The Voices of Young Adolescents on HIV/AIDS 
It was tough for the researchers to experience the true impact of HIV/AIDS. 
Reality sets in when it is clear that HIV/AIDS is rampant in Black communities. Many 
children as young as one-and-a-half years have been observed wandering the streets in 
search of care.   
The church of Theunissen, who helped with the research, had an outreach 
programme in the winter of 2010 in order to help the poor. With donated money blankets 
and food were distributed for three winter months. Frequent observations confirmed the 
impact of HIV/AIDS on the young adolescent. Children were found at the town dumping 
site digging for food. The children lived among the rubbish.    
When Visimolo92 was asked how he ended up at the dump site, his answer was 
one that was heard often:  
My mother died about a year ago from the sickness and my nearest family lives in 
the Northern Province. They told me that they have no room or food to take care 
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92 Visimolo is a pseudo name used to protect the adolescent. The interview was held at Theunissen 
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of me. My father has died somewhere in Namibia a long time ago. I lived in the 
house with my two younger sisters but the council threw us out after 3 weeks. A 
neighbour took in my two sisters but I was told to fend for myself because I am 
old enough to work. I worked as a gardener but I had nowhere to stay. I took 
some things to sell from the houses where I used to work to buy food and clothes. 
The people caught me stealing and punched me in the face and told me not to 
come back. That is how I ended up here. 
 
Visimolo’s story is not unique. The others told the same story with slight variations. 
Thuli’s93 (16 years old) story describes the general sequence of events that led to him and 
others being on the street:  
Hey my mother died in hospital and they did not even tell me that she was dead. I 
heard it when they came to evict us. Unknown people just came and took the 
furniture. I tried to stop them but they punched and kicked me. I ran away and left 
my younger brother and small sister. I has not seen them since. I like it on the 
street but the food is scares and nobody likes you. If you asked for money or food 
they chase you away like a dog. They swear and tell you to go work for a living. I 
cannot work because everybody wants your identity document. I have no means 
to proof my identity to apply for an identity document. Life is bad. 
 
Action is being taken by the government in order to help these kids and house 
them in places of safety. The children however keep on running away because they feel 
trapped. The entrapment stems from structured activities like attending school. Because 
they are used to being alone and “free,” they try to survive on their own. Studies have 
shown that the life expectancy of such children is three years. They die from substance 
abuse (sniffing glue), exposure, violence (sexual misuse and assaults) and hunger.94 
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The effect of the HIV/AIDS pandemic on the young adolescent was best 
described by Thomas95 when he told the following story:  
AIDS is a destroyer of life. Every day we hear that another person from our 
township died from AIDS. We can see it is true because all the known people are 
disappearing. Auntie Gladys, Auntie Maria and ‘oupa’96 Piet all died last week. 
The children left behind are clueless. They hang around for a few days and after 
that they are gone. Some say family came for them, others say it was the 
government that took them. I have seen two young ones, who I knew from our 
neighbourhood, begging at SPAR97 in town. They use the money to buy glue to 
sniff to get a fix. You won’t believe how many funerals are being held over 
weekends. It was 16 on Saturday and on Sunday it was 22. I drift by on certain 
funerals because there is lots of food. 
 
Thomas had nothing to gain by lying about life with AIDS. Church ministers who work 
in the townships and undertakers confirm that people are dying in large numbers. Other 
street children described the same experiences. 
Interviews at the six different school campuses, revealed a general feeling of 
apathy by students. A minority tried to help but were discouraged by the sheer size of the 
problem. The feeling of apathy stems from the belief that they are invincible and that 
those who catch the disease can only blame themselves. Although all the students have 
been informed about HIV/AIDS it does not deter their sexual behaviour. Stories shared 
indicate many having a lot of sexual partners. Many girls do not always demand the use 
of condoms and are being led by the boy’s choice.     
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Reactions to the HIV/AIDS pandemic by students vary from condemnation to 
caring. On the condemnation side Susan98 simply said: “They deserve to be infected by 
the disease because of their sexual behaviour.” When it was explained to her that babies 
are infected, she simply quoted the Ten Commandments: “God’s wrath is upon them 
because they ignore God’s instructions. His will being sexual activities within marriage.” 
On the caring side a student (he wished to remain anonymous) that had carefully 
listened to a group discussion on the effects of HIV/AIDS said:  
It is not a white/black issue, it concern us all because of the impact it makes in the 
community. A lot of our parents make use of blacks as domestic workers and 
gardeners. HIV/AIDS infected people work everywhere and they are not 
compelled to declare their HIV/AIDS status. How can it not be our problem? Are 
we just dumb? We compete against everybody with sports and you sometime 
bleed on a rugby field. We must sit up and take notice. 
 
The last word belongs to Anne99 when she stood up and spoke her mind. She said this red 
in the face from anger:  
Who are we to judge other young people? What about the woman who was raped 
and got infected? What about the people who got infected by blood transfusions? 
What about the babies that did not asked to be born from a mother who has 
AIDS? What about the married woman/man whose husband or wife transgressed 
sexually at the office party? The whole issue of HIV/AIDS is one of humanity. 
You cannot be a sideliner on this one. We as the young must start with ourselves 
and live cautious and help to combat this epidemic! 
 
Refreshing is a means to describe the interviews with the students. The knowledge that 
young adolescents seem to possess about HIV/AIDS is encouraging. There were the 
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jokers and the misinformed among them as well. The most talked about subjects in the 
sessions were how the disease is contracted and what can be done to combat this. 
 
Summary on HIV/AIDS 
The approval of the HIV/AIDS and STI Strategic Plan for South Africa 2007-
2011 (NSP)100 by the SA Cabinet and the reconstructed South African National AIDS 
Council marked a major breakthrough in the response to HIV/AIDS. The implementation 
of the NSP is driven by the minister of health who is a physician. She has acknowledged 
that the rate of provision of ARV’s needed to be sped up to act decisively on AIDS. 
There has been an increase in the provision of Mother to Child Transmission Prevention 
(MTCTP) services and in providing dual ARV therapy to infants. Nevirapine is being 
distributed more freely and there is recognition of the need to focus on saving everyone’s 
lives, not just the lives of babies.   
The need for HIV/AIDS to be integrated into the health services has also been 
acknowledged. Progress has been made in the last five years and young adolescents have 
more access to drugs that combat infection of HIV. The problem of the “skip generation” 
will however remain a big problem in years to come in South Africa. 
There is however a big question mark over the effectiveness of the government 
programmes. This fear is based on surveys by UNAIDS, the WHO (World Health 
Organisation) and the South African National HIV Prevalence, HIV Incidence, Behaviour 
and Communication Survey, 2008. Until 1998 South Africa had one of the fastest 
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expanding epidemics in the world, but since 2006, HIV prevalence among pregnant 
women has remained relatively stable. The following figure shows this: 
Figure 7:  Estimated HIV Prevalence (%) Among Antenatal Attendees 
 
The chart shows that the problem of HIV infection is not going away. In certain 
age groups, especially the thirty to thirty-four age group, the infection rate has actually 
increased. This means an increase in the number of children abandoned. The high 
percentage of HIV infections poses a big problem for the young of South Africa. 
 
The Young Adolescents Challenge of Violence 
Today’s young adolescent has become accustomed to a very high level of 
violence. This originated mainly from the struggle for democracy over the last fifty years. 
The 1980s were marred by countless states of emergency. Violence exploded across 
South Africa at that time. Young lives were lost and many people died.101   
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On the forefront of this struggle for freedom were school children in front of 
violent demonstrations. They were used as propaganda to influence international opinion, 
escpecially if the school pupils were shot by the police.102 A whole generation of young 
adolescents were sacrified for the cause.103 
After the democratic ellections in 1994, South Africa became a democratic state 
under President Nelson Mandela. The entire government was in transit and unjustly a lot 
of cadres of the struggle became managers at different levels of government. Very few of 
the appointees had the training or experience to govern a democratic state.104  
This power vacuuum even allowed for criminal aspects in law enforcement as the 
National Police Department was not spared this transition. Police commissioners were 
appointed who did not have an inkling about policing.105 The last three national police 
commisioners were pursucuted for corruption.106 All were dismissed and one received a 
jail sentence.   
Gangs now operate freely in certain areas and gang activity is part of the world of 
the young adolescent. Gang activity is spreading rapidly to school campusses. The school 
ground is a battle ground for political agendas and the integration of Black and White 
students at school/university campusses is problematic.   
                                                          
102 This was official ANC tactics and was acknowledged by Terror Lekota in August 1996 when 
he was Premier of the Free State Province.  
  
103 This is actually written on the monument for the struggle in Soweto, South Africa. 
 
104 Dennis Ndaba, “Two Cash-Producing Mines and One on the Way for BEE Junior,” Mail and 
Guardian (September 2009): 32. 
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persons were totally out of their depth. 
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New struggles like the ones against inequality and racism have emerged. Before 
South Africa became a true democracy in 1994, Whites were in a previledged position. 
Certain jobs were reserved for Whites and they received more opportunities. This created 
wealth for Whites. This imbalance is still visible and is exploited by politicians for votes. 
This campaigning creates dissatisfaction and violent crimes like home invasions, 
murder, robbery and theft that are rampant.107 The violence that coincides with these 
crimes is horrific. The previous disadvantaged populace feel that they have the right to 
use whatever means to come to level terms. The criminal element exploits this situation. 
This violent tendency was proved during interviews with these young adolescents. 
They all agreed that it was not uncommon for students to bring weapons to school. The 
weapons are diversedfrom sharpened writing pens to guns.   
 
The South African Context on Violence 
Zapiro is one of South Africa’s most known and infamous political commentary 
sketch artists. He is known for his schetches of politicians. He has been in trouble with 
the ruling ANC party a few times. He even drew president Zuma with a showerhead on 
top of his head after a sexual incident involving a young female. Zuma admitted that he 
had sexual intercourse but with consent. He however took a shower afterwards to prevent 
contracting HIV/AIDS. He is loved for his true reflections of current affairs. The next 
sketch by Zapiro illustrates the curent state of affairs concerning violence in South 
African schools. 
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Figure 8:  Political Comment on Violence in South African Schools
 
There is increasing concern that primary and secondary schools are the sites of 
widespread violence. The Department of Education has publicly acknowledged that 
violence is a problem in South Africa’s schools and has implemented a number of 
interventions designed to address the problem.108 However, until now there has been no 
national data on the exact extent of the problem, and little understanding of the nature or 
causes of school violence.109 
The National Schools Violence Study (NSVS) undertaken by the Centre for 
Justice and Crime Prevention (CJCP)110 has sought to provide some of the data that is 
required to inform policies and strategies to deal with violence within South African 
schools. In total, 15 percent of primary or secondary school learners have experienced 
some form of violence while at school. This violence is subdivided into certain types of 
violence: 12 percent of learners had been threatened with violence at school, nearly 6 
percent of learners had been assaulted at school, close to 5 percent of learners had been 
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robbed at school and 2 percent of learners had experienced some form of sexual violence 
at school. 
Incidents of threats of violence, robberies and sexual violence are all higher at 
secondary schools, while assaults are more common at primary schools. At primary 
schools, the violence categories statistics are: nearly 11 percent of learners reported being 
threatened with violence; 7.5 percent of learners reported being assaulted at school; 3 
percent reported being robbed at school; 1.5 percent reported sexual violence at school; 
and 12 percent reported being shouted at or made to feel ashamed while at school. At 
secondary schools, the statistics are: 14.5 percent of learners reported being threatened 
while at school; 4 percent reported being assaulted at school; nearly 6 percent reported 
being robbed at school; and 3 percent of learners reported experiencing some form of 
sexual violence at school. 
At primary schools, female learners are more likely than boys to be robbed, while 
boys are more likely than girls to be victims of sexual violence. Boys and girls are 
equally likely to be victims of robbery or assault. At secondary schools, boys are 
substantially more likely than girls to be threatened, robbed or assaulted, while girls are 
more likely than boys to be sexually assaulted or raped.111 
Reports provided by principals and educators on various forms of violence within 
schools show that up to 60 percent of secondary schools have received reports of learner-
on-educator verbal abuse, 25 percent of secondary schools of learner-on-educator 
physical violence, and 2.5 percent of schools have received reports of learners sexually 
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assaulting educators.112 Principals also provide some indication of educators inflicting 
violence on learners, with 40 percent school principals reporting at least one incidence of 
educators verbally abusing children, and 25 percent of principals receiving reports of 
educators physically abusing learners at school.   
Violence at school also tend not to be isolated incidents. With the exception of 
sexual violence, the majority of learners in both primary and secondary schools who 
reported violent victimisation reported that they had experienced it on more than one 
occasion. In the vast majority of threats, assaults and sexual violence, the learners know 
the person responsible for perpetrating the violence. In more than nine out of ten cases 
the person responsible is a fellow learner. 
Weapons are readily available at many schools.113 Up to 30 percent learners at 
secondary schools know fellow learners who have brought weapons to schools. The same 
percentage of 30 percent report that it is easy to get a knife at school, while almost 10 
percent primary school learners say that it is easy for them to get a gun at school. Alcohol 
and drugs are also readily available: 10 percent primary school learners and 14 percent of 
secondary school learners report that it is easy to get alcohol at school, while 10 percent 
of both primary and secondary school learners report that drugs are easy to access at 
school. 
Despite these levels of violence, the vast majority of learners still feel safe at 
school. More than nine out of ten learners feel safe at school, while a similar percentage 
of learners report that there is no place in their school of which they are afraid. However, 
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14 percent of learners report that they fear travelling to and from school. Spots identified 
by those scared of places within their school as holding the most fear are most commonly 
toilets, open grounds, playing fields and classrooms (or behind classrooms). 
This study highlights the importance to see occurrences at schools within the 
broader environment of the home and, beyond that, the larger community.114 The NSVS 
highlights the linkages between school experiences and the home and neighbourhood 
environments in which learners live. Between 10 and 15 percent of learners have family 
members who have used illegal drugs in the past year. 
Between 10 and 13 percent have caregivers who have been in jail, while almost 
20 percent of have siblings who have been, or currently are, in jail. Both exposure to 
violence and personal experience of violence are just as common in the home and 
community as at school, with 10 percent of primary school learners having been assaulted 
at home, and 10 percent of secondary school learners having been robbed at home. 
A study named “Merchants, ‘Skollies’115 and Stones: Experience of School 
Violence in South African Schools” shows that all of these factors are significant 
variables in learners’ experiences of violence at school. More than 33 percent of those 
learners in both primary and secondary schools who have been exposed to violence at 
home, have been victims of violence at school, as opposed to less than 20 of those 
learners who had not been exposed to violence in the home. Similarly, 33 percent of 
learners who had been victims of violence within the home, experienced violence at 
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school, as opposed to 14 percent of learners who had not experienced direct violent 
victimisation at home. 
In addition, corporal punishment plays a large role in South African learners’ 
lives. Almost 50 percent of primary school learners and 20 percent of secondary school 
learners reported that they are spanked or caned at home.116 Similarly, within schools 
corporal punishment is even more common, with 70 percent of primary and 50 percent of 
secondary school learners reporting that their educators spanked or caned them. 
Learners are also exposed to on-going violence in their communities. Almost half 
of primary school learners have been exposed to people outside of their home 
intentionally inflicting harm on someone, while nearly 67 percent of secondary school 
learners had witnessed such incidents. In most of these cases the injuries sustained were 
serious enough to warrant medical attention. This emphasises the violent nature of the 
communities in which young people live.117 This is not limited to households in poorer or 
impoverished communities but is widespread. 
The level to which children have become immune (although not in the way that 
behaviours are internalised and modelled) to the violence around them is reflected in the 
fact that although almost half of secondary school learners report that there is much crime 
in their neighbourhood, more than three-quarters report feeling safe and almost nine out 
of ten say they like their neighbourhood. Significantly, a strong relationship exists 
between those learners who report living in a neighbourhood characterised by much 
crime and fighting, and those who have been victims of violence at school. 
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Educators and principals at primary and secondary schools report growing levels 
of violence, both learner-on-learner and learner-on-educator violence. The most common 
reasons for the apparent increase is increased access to and availability of alcohol and 
drugs. This results in more blatant violence levelled against people in authority.118 
Equally of concern are those incidents of learner-on-educator violence, that is, 
where learners are inflicting different forms of harm on their educators within the school 
environment. Verbal abuse is exceedingly common at secondary schools, with 60 percent 
of principals reporting cases, while 25 percent of secondary school principals report 
instances of physical violence inflicted on educators, and 2 percent report cases of sexual 
violence (see Figure 12). Almost 9 percent of school principals at primary schools report 
cases where their learners, as young as nine or ten years old, have inflicted or attempted 
to inflict physical harm on their educators. The following graph shows the extent of 
violence at schools as reported by the learners themselves. 
Figure 9: Total Violence at Schools 
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Despite the fact that it has been banned from classrooms, research studies 
frequently show that educators continue to spank or cane learners for ill-discipline.119 The 
2005 CJCP Youth Victimisation Study showed that just over half (51 percent) of the 
learners at school continue to be caned or physically punished for their transgressions. 
Previous studies undertaken in, for example, the Free State, put rates as high as 71 
percent.120 
This study by the Centre for Justice and Crime Prevention show that the trend is 
continuing, with 70 percent of primary school learners and almost half (47 percent) of 
secondary school learners reporting that they were physically beaten, caned or spanked 
by an educator or principal when they had done something wrong.121 This has been 
confirmed by the young adolescents that had been interviewed at Black schools. At the 
traditionally White schools, students did not report any caning, but said that the teachers 
sometime threw board dusters at them. 
These adolescents were asked during interviews about coercion at school--a 
question not only about a more tacit form of violence, but about peer pressure. In many 
forms of delinquency, the question of the child’s agency is raised--that is, the degree to 
which a young person is informed enough, aware of the consequences of their actions and 
a willing participant in behaviour that might be considered anti-social. This is an issue 
that warrants its own study dedicated to the topic. In this study, however, a single 
question was asked of learners: “Have you ever been forced to do something that you felt 
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was wrong, and you did not want to do, by someone at school?” This question was 
designed to elicit responses on instances where an individual had been pressured into an 
antisocial act of any kind, such as theft, bullying or assault, against his will. In total, just 
7 percent of secondary school learners and 5.5 percent of primary school learners 
reported that such an incident had occurred. 
Two key areas of influence for the young adolescent are the home and the school.  
In order to understand what occurs within the school environment, one needs to have a 
clear picture of what occurs in the home environment and vice versa. The family is the 
first point of departure for such analysis. 
While access to and usage of alcohol and drugs are strongly associated with 
criminal behaviour, as is access to weapons, the strongest predictor of criminal behaviour 
among children aged eight to twelve years, is criminal or anti-social parents.122 This is 
somewhat different from the common perception that it is the absence of a parental 
figure, particularly a father, that is more likely to predict or lead to offending. This 
suggests that it is in fact better to be lacking a father figure or one parent than to be 
exposed to a caregiver who sets a bad example. 
The picture painted by learners in both primary and secondary schools is, within 
such a context, rather disheartening.123 One in ten primary school learners and even more 
secondary school learners (15 percent) reported that one or both of their parents or 
caregivers had used illegal drugs in the past year, a variable that is strongly associated 
with the ease of access to both drugs and alcohol reported by learners above. Roughly the 
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same percentage of learners (13 percent primary and 9 percent secondary) reported that 
one or both of their parents had been in jail for criminal activity, while significantly more 
learners reported that they had siblings who had been or were currently in jail for 
criminality (almost one in five primary [18 percent] and one in five secondary [20 
percent] school learners acknowledged this).124 
These findings have profound implications for the development of pro-social 
attitudes and behaviours in young people, particularly those of the age that would place 
them in primary school. It is from their parents-- followed by siblings and peers-- that 
young people growing up are most likely to learn acceptable behaviour. It is on the 
behaviours of these adults that children’s own behaviours are most likely to be modelled.  
Various research shows that while a range of complex predictors exist which 
influence a young person’s likelihood to engage in crime, almost all of these factors 
(poverty, school truancy, neglect, large family size and even individual characteristics 
such as impulsiveness and low empathy) can be mediated by parenting variables. The 
data from learners supports that it is parents that is the biggest problem.125 In order to 
address effectively the issue of young people engaging in violence within the school 
environment, this is where much of the work should be targeted rather than at schools 
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The Voices of the Young Adolescents on Violence 
When students were asked about violence at campuses, they all confirmed that 
violence is a frequent event on campuses. The difference between Black and White 
campuses is distinguishable by the number of violent acts. White-dominated school 
reported far less acts of violence than at Black dominated campuses. The students at 
Black schools attributed this to absent teachers and the general attitude towards violence 
in their neighbourhoods. Thulani126 explained: “There are certain guys that you stay away 
from. They usually are the ones that have a hard time passing their grade and are older 
than other kids. They will wait for you after school and beat you up. They will even come 
to your house. The teachers are afraid of these guys. The group attacked a lady teacher 
last month and took her purse.” 
Two murders have been committed in 2013 on school campuses (Vryburg and 
Naboomspruit). The murders made headlines because it took place during school time.127 
The students attending school or on their way to attend school report that they must be 
vigilant against violence. They do not even know that another scholar has a grudge 
against them andare attacked suddenly. The research indicates that students are afraid and 
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127 Angelique Serrao, “Schooled in Violence,” Pretoria News (April 24, 2011): 2. 
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Figure 10: Places in the School where Learners are most Scared to Go 
 
The students were asked if anything is done when violence at school occurs. 
John’s128 statement represents the usual answer to this question:  
There is a general feeling that you will get into trouble if you get into a fight at 
school. A lot of fights occur after school on the school grounds behind the classes 
after the teachers had left. Fights however do occur during school time, but 
usually it is stopped quickly. One time we had this bully that did terrorize a lot of 
kids—he was twenty. If he could not settle a fight in school he usually waited for 
you after school. This carried on for about a year until one of the kid’s father 
showed up after school while the bully was waiting for the kid to come out. He 
was expelled from school. 
 
Joseph129 had this to say on the subject of intervention in violence: “The teachers don’t 
give a hoot. They just sit and sip their tea when break is on. We have to look out for 
ourselves. You make allies that can cover the grounds with you. If somebody assaults 
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you, with the mouth or the fists, and you defend yourself, you are in trouble yourself.  
School sucks.” 
 The students were asked specifically whether they felt safe at school in order to 
establish their feelings of safety and fear. Despite the levels of violence experienced at 
certain schools, the vast majority of all learners reported that they felt safe at school. In 
total, nine out of ten learners reported that they felt safe, with just 9.5 percent saying that 
they felt unsafe while at school. 
 
Summary on Violence 
While the level of violence at school is rising, the actual acts of violence are 
relatively few. The real problem is the threat of violence or bullying. All of the students 
interviewed were threatened at some time. All of them were in agreement that the system 
is failing them. Many incidents of bullying take place during school time but it was 
reported that a lot of the learners hide it from the teachers because they do not want to be 
labelled as snitches. The real serious fights take place after school where the teachers do 
not see. 
Violence at home is a real problem and a study by the South African Institute for 
Racial Relations showed that broken homes encourage youth violence.130 The study 
showed that 21 percent of young adolescents (grades eight to eleven) perpetrated violence 
against their boy or girlfriend and 16 percent were adamant that they will not alter their 
behaviour. The study also brought to light that more than half of the unnatural deaths in 
the age group fifteen to twenty-four can be attributed to violence. This behaviour matches 
                                                          




that in the US when Clark states: “Systemic abandonment is what happens when the 
adults and institutions that should have a nurturing role in the lives of young people 
ignore or turn against them”131 
The system, if it be the school, the parents, the caregiver or the government, is 
abandoning young adolescents in their struggle with violence. School teachers are 
contributing to this by going on strike for pay hikes the last five years. Teacher strikes are 
not the only problem—the absence of teachers in general greatly contributes toward 
abandonment.132   
An example of this was when inspectors visited a certain school and discovered 
that the principal was absent for eight months and the staff were on leave. The students 
assembled every school day under nearby trees to wait and see if there would be 
classes.133 The absent teacher creates an opportunity for violence. Only 4 percent of 
youth criminals successfully completed their school training. 
The young child is socialised at home. The home is not always the safe haven that 
it ought to be. Many young adolescents grow up in homes where violence is the norm. 
These kids grow up with a distorted social view where they perceive verbal and physical 
violence as normal behaviour. The young adolescent learns how to behave from the arena 
where she grows up. Violent parents thus teach their children violence.  Elkind sums this 
up: “Manners cannot be left to mutual authority. In the same way, children have to be 
                                                          
131 Chap Clark, When Kids Hurt (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2009), 41. 
 
132 Department of Basic Education, South Africa, Circular 25/2010, (Pretoria, 15 August 2010), 2. 
 
133 Ibid., 3. 
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taught not to hit other children nor take their candy or toys. On the other hand, as children 
mature they should be given freedom of choice in matters of taste and preference.”134 
The guiding stick of how to raise nonviolent children is put in the hands of 
parents. Clark writes, “Time spent with significant adults, especially parents, provides the 
most important environment for healthy adolescent development.”135 The fifth and last 
subchapter deals with the unemployment challenge that faces the young adolescent. 
 
The Young Adolescents Challenge of Unemployment 
The following conclusion by R.W. Johnson is most appropriate for the 
introduction to this subchapter: “The fundamental reason why the question of regime 
change has to be posed is that it is now clear that South Africa can either choose to have 
an ANC government or it can have a modern industrial economy-- they can’t have 
both.”136 In South Africa there are three government laws in place that have a huge 
impact on the availability of jobs. The first is the law on Affirmative action, the second is 
the Employment Equity act and the third is the law on Black Empowerment Enterprise. 
The impact of these laws on a certain segment of the workforce is devastating. The 
reason being the loss of irreplaceable experience for the sake of race. 
Other factors that influence unemployment statistics are the worldwide recession, 
the loss of skilled workers to other countries by emigration and the massive inflow of 
illegal workers from neighbouring countries. The huge inflow of illegal workers from 
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135 Clark, Hurt, 46. 
 
136 R.W. Johnston, How Long will South Africa Survive: The Looming Crisis (Cape Town: 
Jonathan Ball Publishers, 2011), 56. 
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Zimbabwe amounts to a staggering total. The influx of Chinese workers into South Africa 
over the last five years has also being noticeable. 
In the last eighteen months several xenophobia137 attacks occurred in South 
Africa. It made world headlines when immigrants, illegal or not, were attacked and some 
were killed in brutal fashion. The attacks were sparked because the attackers believed that 
immigrants are taking their jobs. This has not yet been settled and thousands of 
immigrants are stuck because of a lack of money to return to their country of origin. 
 
The South African Context on Unemployment 
Unemployment in South Africa is a huge problem. Johnston puts it in perspective 
when he says: “The big question is whatever African Nationalism would be able to cope 
with the challenge of running a modern industrial economy.”138 According to government 
statistics the government shows the unemployment of South Africa at 20 percent. 
Independent sources put it closer to 41 percent. However this is calculated—a lot of 
people who are able to work do not have jobs to go to. Many are young adolescents that 
just finished school and are looking for a job.139 
According to government sources, the amount of young adolescents who will be 
writing their final exams in school at the end of 2011 will total 560 000. The pass rate in 
2010 was 67 percent. That means that 375 200 will pass the exams this year if the 
average stays the same. Of those who pass and receive their certificates, according to the 
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139 Paul Joubert, “Matriculants Face Uphill Struggle,” Solidarity Magazine 1 (2011): 14. 
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union Solidarity, 60 percent will not find jobs; that means another 225 120 young people 
will be without jobs. If 2009 statistics are examined which amounts to 552 000 young 
people who wrote the final exam, only 67 percent passed and 60 percent could not find 
jobs (221 904) in the last two years nearly 500 000 adolescents were left jobless.140 
This corresponds with figures released by Index Mundi141 in 2011. They 
calculated that between the ages of fifteen to twenty-four a total of 48 percent of the 
available workforce was unemployed. This breaks up into 44.5 percent males and 52.5 
percent females. The age fifteen was used because young adolescents are entitled to leave 
school after grade ten.  This figure only includes young adolescents who passed the final 
exam. If those that failed are taken into consideration the statistics are horrendous. 
In the last decade curriculum for the school system was changed five times. The 
young adolescents that completed school with grade twelve in 2013 had to adapt to three 
big curriculum changes in their five years of High school. It cannot be any clearer, the 
failing of the school system142 leads to systemic abandonment. 
Three laws in particular are contributing to the unemployment of young 
adolescents. The Affirmative Action and BEE laws stipulate strict measures for 
employment that must be adhered to by every business, university, institution and 
workplace. Preference must be given to persons of a previous disadvantage group of the 
pre-1994 government. Blacks, Coloured and Indian persons constitute these groups.  
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The laws in themselves are not the problem. It is the way in which they are 
implemented.143 There is agreement among policy makers that affirmative action must be 
undertaken in order to correct the imbalance. There must however be certain rules to 
consider when implementing it. Rules such as time limits, qualified persons and no cadre 
deployment must be considered. 
The government is implementing both laws in such a way that new discrimination 
is taking place. Although qualified, skilled and experienced, White males are simply not 
considered for jobs, here is a crucial shortage of skilled workers and thousands of jobs are 
available within the government. Political agendas simply overrule these considerations 
and poorly trained and sometimes untrained people are given jobs.144  Some experts are 
calling this “reversed apartheid”145 or “new apartheid.”   
This led to a low growth economy that is sluggish. The South African economy 
was downgraded at the start of 2016 to “junk” status. This can be directly attributed to a 
poor growth rate. The poor growth rate means that new jobs are not created. Incompetent 
employers are to blame for this. Large numbers of young adolescents are at the receiving 
end by being White, not yet qualified and entering a job market that is struggling. The 
young, White adolescent who can afford it seeks employment elsewhere. This includes 
those who have proper training at university, college or other institutions. 
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144 Of this I have personal experience. I was asked to take a severance package in my previous job 
in order to promote a black colleque, who had no tertiary qualification. The union Solidarity took the 
government to court in June 2010 and in the court this practice were acknowledged by the government.  
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145 Paul Joubert, “Employment Equity Diagnosis is Faulty,” Solidarity Magazine 5 (2011): 16. 
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Over 3-million White South Africans have immigrated to Great Britain, Australia 
(the largest segment), Canada and the US in the last twenty years. A small portion of 
Blacks, Coloureds and Indians have also immigrated. It constitutes a problem because it 
is skilled workers that are leaving. The immigration of these skilled workers has taken on 
huge dimensions and impacts on the economy. It is being called the “brain drain.”146 
Corruption, which can be directly attributed to unskilled employers and cadre 
appointments, is out of control.147 This is also one of the big factors for the downgrading 
of the South African economy. In order to attain jobs, a lot of forgeries of academic 
qualifications are being done by jobseekers. This starts at the top and even includes 
cabinet ministers. Scandal after scandal is being uncovered where qualifications are 
forged.148  This leads to unemployment because the person cannot do the job and 
businesses close down due to poor productivity. Where management is concerned, they 
cannot control their employees due to a lack of education or experience.149 
The third law that creates unemployment is the Black Empowered Enterprise law. 
This law creates unnatural competition in the workplace by funding only black-owned 
businesses. The BEE law has established a fund and money from this fund is used to buy 
companies for Black businessmen. The owners of these new companies are not qualified 
nor have the expertise to run their companies. 
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The new owner is usually a relative of one or another government minister and 
has no clue how to run a company. Research has shown that more than 90 percent of 
these businesses go under within two years. This includes farmers that received a 
working farm with all the necessary equipment from the government.150   
Maybe the worst case occurred within the last eighteen months at PAMODZI 
mine in the North West Province in South Africa.151 A black-empowered group run by 
the nephew of the president took over the mine three years ago. The whole transaction of 
selling and buying the mine by the PAMODZI group was approved by government.   
Due to the utmost incompetence by the managing director, which included no 
payment for workers for three months, the mine went under in just six months. The mine 
was one of the richest in South Africa and production was ensured for another forty to 
fifty years. Many young adolescents suffered when their parents lost their jobs. Research 
included a school that is located in a mining community. Due to mismanagement of the 
mines and the subsequent unpaid wages, first-hand information was gathered of the 
conditions that young adolescents and their families face. These conditions include the 
scramble to make ends meet, unpaid school fees, the repossession of household items and 
starvation. 
South Africa was not spared the economic recession of 2011 to 2013 and some 
economists insist that it is not yet over. Predicted economic growth for 2016 will not 
reach 1 percent. The recession has great impact on family life because of job losses. An 
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estimated 1.3 million South Africans lost their jobs in the last twenty-eight months.152  
Combined with unemployment the recession has catastrophic consequences on 
households.   
Children are the worst affected because the parents are jobless and have no cash. 
This was confirmed by the schools that were involved in the research. Parents in debt 
have a huge effect on the functioning of the school because money budgeted for does not 
realise. Part-time teachers had to be laid off. 
Systemic abandonment153 can be readily deduced from these unemployment 
statistics. The huge stress being put unto the young adolescent is unbearable. The pain 
and how they strive to survive will be reflected the next subsection. 
 
The Voices of the Young Adolescents on Unemployment 
It was not easy for young adolescents to talk about unemployment. During the 
interviews hurt could be heard in their voices. Some of them masked the hurt by readily 
giving advice and being over talkative. All of the adolescents were affected by 
unemployment. Those not directly affected had friends who were. 
After the other students had left Cathy154 shyly asked for a private conversation. 
During the conversation in a coffee shop away from campus she shared her story:  
The other kids don’t know what they are talking about. My father has lost his job 
eight months ago. For the first three months he did receive unemployment 
benefits and we were okay. After that he started doing small maintenance jobs for 
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old people. Our “friends” stop coming around when things got really bad. Maybe 
they were afraid we would ask them for money. We can’t buy anything and my 
mom is doing sewing jobs in the evenings to help with the income. I had to stop 
my sport because of the expenses. I myself have taken a waiter job at this 
restaurant to pay for my school fees. The church is helping us with food parcels. I 
am ashamed to tell my friends at school. My father is really depressed but what 
can we do? He applied for over 152 jobs and not one called back. 
 
The story of Cathy is typical of what the young adolescent has to go through when a 
parent loses his/her job. The trade union Solidarity held a fundraiser for families of 
mineworkers who lost their jobs—they had to feed and clothe over 27 000 people.155 
They raised R1.5 million but it was depleted in three months. The same union reported 
that a large part of the White population is actually living under the breadline156 and are 
being absorbed into White squatter camps. Children are part of these camps. 
A factor that influences nearly every White family is the unavailability of jobs for 
Whites. The result was the migration of thousands of them seeking work elsewhere in the 
world. It took on the form of a migration because of the sheer numbers that left. It was 
not uncommon during research to come across family after family that have children 
working elsewhere in the world. 
Most of these young adolescents do not have a degree or any other job specific 
training. Because of work restraints at home they simply took their chance and left to 
seek work. Their ages are between 17 and 19. They were fresh out of school. Sometimes 
the stories that these young adolescents relay are horrifying. They relay stories of misuse, 
abuse and neglect at the hands of their employers. Being a strong family-focussed 
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community, South African parents struggled to come to terms with young adolescents 
leaving. The young adolescent in turn struggled with adapting to a new environment. A 
younger brother told the story of his older brother’s experience while working in Great 
Britain: 
Tom157 had a job on the farm in Sussex but he and four other South Africans 
escaped from the farm after two weeks. The farmer made them sleep on straw in 
the barn. They only received one meal a day. They had to work from 5 in the 
morning till 8 at night. The farmer refused to pay them and they ran away to 
London. My brother phoned me and told me not to tell our parents. I did send him 
my allowance until he got a job as a carpenter. 
There are success stories and there are stories like Tom’s. All of this have an 
impact on the family back home because siblings, when they come to age, also want to 
leave. One mother shared her story: 
It feels like I am going mad. She wants to go because she applied for 34 jobs and 
never received an interview. My daughter is just 17 and never has travelled on her 
own before. Now she wants to go to London to work in a department store. What 
can we do? There is no work for our children in South Africa because of 
affirmative action. What if something goes wrong—it is not around the corner.  
Prayer is the only thing keeping me from losing it all. 
 
Reality sets in when it is exposed that this is the fate of about 300 000 families in 
South Africa.158 Since 2011 many countries have changed their laws concerning 
migrating workers and work opportunities have diminished sharply for young South 
Africans. Great Britain is especially hard on new job seekers. A feeling of entrapment is 
the result because young White adolescents feel they have no future. 
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To conclude this section, it is necessary to hear the voices of young adolescents 
that left school and are trying to secure a job. Peter’s159 words speak for every young 
adolescent when he said:  
We were not even born when all this things (the struggle and apartheid) were 
going on. We are going to the same universities and are working together. I have 
Black friends and we hang out after my part-time job. The politicians must just let 
things be. We are learning from one another to create a new future. All this talk 
about the past. What have been done to whom, is really anti-productive. Yes, 
things were done wrong in the past but that is being taken care of. Don’t make the 
same mistakes and put laws into place that hurt a certain part of the South African 
community. This will bring dissatisfaction and lawlessness. 
 
 In her new book BEE: Hurting or Helping, Althea Jeffery states it best when 
examining the outcome of the policy of the current government. She states: “It is unlikely 
ever to provide redress to the truly disadvantaged, it just created a new black middle 
class—so what is its real objective?”160 
  
Summary on Unemployment 
As the facts became clear from the interviews and research there is no doubt that 
unemployment leads to systemic abandonment. Young adolescents do not only struggle 
against a government system of hurtful laws but struggle to come to terms with the 
effects that it causes. They are helpless against such an onslaught. 
Statistics clearly show that unemployment is getting worse. The impact of 
unemployment on the young adolescent whose caretakers are losing their jobs while they 
struggle to get a job has a rippling effect. It causes massive social problems such as 
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crime, widespread poverty and famine. Relief organisations, of whom the Church is part, 
are flooded with requests for help. 
Young adolescents have to abandon their dreams of education and a future 
because they must fend for themselves. They must find work to support their families and 
are exploited by poor pay, long hours and inhumane working conditions. Once retrenched 
or laid off, older adults have serious problems getting a job again. Statistics show that 
suicide among young adolescents have increased significantly the last twenty years.161 
The level of unemployment is a great concern and affects the standard of living in 
South Africa. It is devastating family life and children are forced to start work at an early 
age. Efforts to start conversation about the imbalanced method of applying affirmative 
action with government by concerned groups has been unsuccessful. 
The Church can play an important role to establish conversations with the 
government and act as a mediator between the parties. At local level the Church is 
already making contributions to help young adolescents with job seeking, counselling and 
food distribution. The ultimate goal is to get policy makers to change a flawed system. 
 
Conclusion on Identifying Five Critical Areas of Abandonment 
The question that had to be answered was: “Are young adolescents being 
abandoned in South Africa?” After researching five critical areas that are prevalent to 
South Africa the answer could not be more clear: “Yes they are.” There is great 
correlation with what Clark describes as systematic abandonment.   
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In order to substantiate this claim the following conclusions can be made. Where 
families in South Africa are concerned—research clearly shows that current family 
systems have evolved to one that is hurting young adolescents. The attitude of authorities 
and caretakers (including parents) are at fault. An attitude of “it is not our fault but 
theirs,” is hindering acceptance that the family structure has changed dramatically over 
the last two decades. New imbalances are in place. 
There can be no doubt that the family structure is disintegrating and is one of the 
main reasons for systemic abandonment. The inability of schools to adapt to a rapidly 
changing family structure helps the disintegration along. Absent parents may it be 
physically or psychological contributes further towards systemic abandonment by being 
not there as mentors for the young adolescent. Adolescents are left on their own and left 
to their own devices create an underworld where they are cared for and feel safe. This 
corresponds with the American model of abandonment as formulated by Clark. DeVries 
agrees with Clark but calls it isolation. 
Where the young adolescent’s friends/peers are concerned abandonment stems 
from the influence of advertising, the use of technology and the popularization of 
uninhibited sex. The business world sees young adolescents as future income and have 
focussed intensively on them as a group. This focus is on everything that can be thought 
of and includes alcohol, clothing, cell phones, computer tablets, relationships and food. 
The lack of proper adult involvement speeds this abandonment along and young 
adolescents surround themselves with friends. Clark states that in the US adolescents rely 
heavily on their friends. This was not the case in South Africa due to strict disciplinary 
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actions by parents. This is however fast changing to more dependence on the opinions of 
friends. Young adolescents are challenging strict rules that were the norm in years past as 
they are catching up to international trends. The world beneath is literally beginning to 
take shape as abandonment becomes a reality in the lives of young adolescents. More 
correlation can be found with what Clark is saying of the young adolescent in the US. A 
slight difference in intensity at present is the only distinguishing factor. 
HIV/AIDS accounts for the worst case scenario for the argument that systemic 
abandonment is in fact happening in South Africa. The sheer scale of the impact of 
HIV/AIDS on young adolescents is clear to see. One needs simply look at statistics.   
The damage that Mbeki’s rule has done because he stalled the implementation of 
a quick response to the pandemic is utmost regrettable. Millions of people died because 
of this failed policy. Millions more abandoned and millions are children. The altered 
response after Mbeki will not be erased due to the backlog in cases. Africa has a legacy 
for not acting quickly enough and South African is part of that legacy. 
Violence has become an everyday occurrence for the young adolescent. South 
Africa has been labelled the murder capital of the world. The daily newspapers are filled 
with horror stories of violence and the recent xenophobia attacks highlight the extreme 
violence perpetrated. Altbeker states that we have become too accustomed to violence.   
The young adolescent is trapped within this violent cycle, may it be at school, at 
home or in the communities. They are the biggest losers in this scenario. They inherit the 
paradigm of destruction because they are socialised by their parents or other caretakers. 
Abandonment is part of this violent world. The life expectancy of a young gang member 
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on the Cape flats is less than a year. The level of violence with which every crime is 
being committed distinguishes South Africa from the US. 
According to JP Landman unemployment is the biggest challenge for South 
Africa. Without employment nothing can be done for the family. According to experts in 
the field of labour, a country with an unemployment rating of 18 percent is in serious 
trouble. South Africa has a significantly higher figure than that and over a long period of 
time now. 
Jefferey put the blame on the skewed way certain laws are being enforced by the 
government. Wrongful application of the Employment Equity Law, the Black 
Empowerment Enterprise Law and the Affirmative Action Law ultimately leads to poor 
job creation and low production. This entails unemployment. The children who have no 
voice, are the ones who suffer the most by unemployment. 
Drought in major parts of the country over the last eighteen months has 
aggravated the unemployment situation. More than 6 000 farmworkers stand on the verge 
of losing their jobs. They migrate to the cities to find jobs. Most of the time the families 
are left behind. Frustratingly, the government keeps on making promises which never 
realise. Churches are overwhelmed by the unemployed.  
Corruption within government is a major contributor to unemployment because 
money allocated to the creation of jobs are simply stolen. The reports in daily newspapers 
tell day-after-day the story about yet another government official that was arrested or 
suspended pending an investigation which involves corruption. Johnson is of the opinion 
that corruption is the thing that will bring the current government to a fall. South Africa 
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cannot afford this high level of abandonment for its adolescents because generations have 
passed without the proper means to build a life. The future seems bleak for young 
adolescents looking for work. 
It is quite apparent that qualified and systemic abandonment of young adolescents 
can be found in South Africa. The next step will be to proclaim the roots of abandonment 
and this is where the Dutch Reformed Church must embrace Ephesians 6:4: “Fathers, do 
not exasperate your children: instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the 
Lord.” The church cannot idly stand by as the young adolescents are being abandoned. 
Two aspects can help the Dutch Reformed Church of South Africa to be true to 
her calling towards children: the location of her congregations in nearly every town and 
the influence she carries in such towns and cities. By identifying abandonment, the 
church can proclaim the reasons for abandonment. When the reasons for abandonment 
are exposed by the church, they can in partnership with the communities they represent, 
engage abandonment with a plan to curb the effects of systemic abandonment. The Dutch 
Reformed Church has an opportunity to serve the communities with the Gospel that urges 

























THE ORIGINS OF SYSTEMIC ABANDONMENT IN SOUTH AFRICA 
 
Introduction 
In this chapter the research into how systemic abandonment came about in South 
Africa is undertaken. In order to help young adolescents cope, the roots of systemic 
abandonment must be exposed. This research touches upon Western systems inherited 
from colonial powers as well as new developments that are uniquely South African. 
In the previous chapter systemic abandonment was unmasked as the cause of 
much seemingly “strange” behaviour by young adolescents. If the roots can be identified, 
a plan of how to address the problem can be devised. Armed with this knowledge young 
adolescents can be empowered to cope with the system.1 A way to move toward reaching 
this goal will be discussed in Chapter 4. 
To understand how systemic abandonment came about, an intensive look was 
taken into the societal system currently in place. At the same time the greater picture of 
developments worldwide could not be overlooked. The last three decades have seen 
incredible technological advancements and social media has impacted every aspect of 
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social life.2  There are numerous new ways of doing things. South Africans were not 
isolated anymore and were exposed to international developments. Developments in the 
US have impacted South African life the most.3  
Due largely to isolation and race particular to the political system from 1902 to 
1994, systemic abandonment grew unabated to what it is today.4 Political baggage curbs 
the development of new systems that will benefit all in post-Apartheid South Africa. 
Several laws5 are currently in place to help correct the injustices of the past, but 
prolonged actions according to these laws, lead to greater systemic abandonment.6 
What came as a shock during the research into systemic abandonment is that 
many key persons within structures of government, youth organisations and private 
enterprise do not realise that young adolescents are being abandoned.7 They ascribe the 
strange behaviour to a specific development time in the life of young adolescents called 
the teenage years or them being under the bad influence of their peers. They usually get 
this from outside South African borders.8 
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At present systemic abandonment is largely due to ignorance, dismissive attitudes 
or with agendas in mind that have nothing to do with the wellbeing of young adolescents. 
Clark has devoted a whole chapter on the subject of abandonment being the defining 
issue for contemporary adolescents.9 This is not recognised.10 
The challenge is thus to inform and educate key role players of the concept of 
systemic abandonment, the systems that are in place and hurting young adolescents and 
devising plans to stem the tide of abandonment. There is no quick fix because the systems 
and their advocates are deeply entrenched. From the outset the purpose of this research 
was to be a catalyst to set the ball rolling. 
In order to establish the cause of systemic abandonment twenty-two schools, 
seventy-five interviews with school teachers which included eight heads of schools, 138 
interviews with parents and 350 formal conversations with young adolescents were 
incorporated into the research. The focus in the interviews was dual purposed. The first 
focus was to countercheck the findings of Part One and the second focus was to hear 
from young adolescents what the abandonment issues really were 
Without naming it systemic abandonment, young adolescents experience many 
problems with the systems that are in place. The main issue for them is the treatment they 
receive under the rules of the system. Two questions kept coming up: “Who was 
responsible for the system?” and “Can anything be done to help curb the effects of 
systemic abandonment?” There can be no doubt that the interviews clearly showed a 
                                                          
9 Chap Clark, Hurt 2.0, (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2011), 23. 
 
10 Not one adult in the nine years of my research ascribed the strange behaviour of the young 
adolescents to the system letting the children down. Rather it was the other way round—the children are 
letting the system down. 
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great deal of frustration with the school system. This frustration is shared by teachers and 
parents but not always for the same reasons.  
Comments from teachers and parents on the subject of systemic abandonment, 
once it was explained to them, showed that they comprehended its actual influence on 
young adolescents. The following comment made by an older teacher who has been 
working with young adolescents the last twenty years illustrates this best. He commented: 
“For the first time I understand the children that sit in front of me! Now I can educate 
them in their realm so that I can reach them.”  
The news of the research being done for this dissertation spread among local 
schools and regular training sessions are being conducted to enable teachers and parents 
to “reach” their children by educating them on systemic abandonment. By understanding 
the young adolescent’s challenges with systemic abandonment, the teachers and parents 
are “being invited back into the young adolescent’s world.”11 
The flip side of the coin is that some teachers, parents and caregivers are sceptical 
about systemic abandonment and cannot bring themselves to accept the whole concept. 
To them the systems in place seem fine and it is the young adolescents that are to blame 
for not adapting. The South African context proved to be in line with the research done 
by Clark when he remarks on this unacceptance: “This on-going debate between those 
who believe that the young of our culture are in trouble and those who are optimistic 
about the state of teenagers is usually waged in battlegrounds characterized by the 
projected confines of academic literature. In such cases, empirical data (i.e., quantitative 
                                                          
11 Clark, Hurt 2.0, 25.  
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studies and hard numbers) are often seen as proof of legitimacy on both sides of the 
debate.”12 
The usual remark, during lectures on the phenomenon of systemic abandonment13 
to teachers and/or parents is: “The children are not that bad off.” Their proof lay in 
academic results. When challenged about this, their reply is: “That the children are 
resilient.” This remark is spot on with what Clark is saying about the research that Male14 
has done in the US and reflects the distain that some researchers have for people (those 
that support the idea of abandonment of the young) for making alarming statements and 
taking a popular view of the struggles of today’s teenagers.15 
After the results attained from the research there can be no alternative but to fight 
systemic abandonment. It is the only holistic explanation for the different behaviour of 
young adolescents. It is thus this dissertation’s ultimate goal to get the Church, 
government, schools and communities to recognize systemic abandonment and what it is 
doing to young adolescents. Only after fully accepting responsibility for systemic 
abandonment, can there be forward momentum to help the young adolescent negotiate 
through this abandonment haze. Panic by parents as how to handle their teenage children 
is widespread. This panic can be found in teachers and caretakers as well. 
To understand and devise a plan to curb systemic abandonment it is necessary to 
examine in detail how the process of abandonment came to be. This examination is 
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13 This is my experience at various lectures and interviews with individual teachers and parents. 
 





crucial so that the systems that were developed or are being developed that constitute 
systemic abandonment can be identified as harmful. Once identified as harmful, actions 
can be taken to change the system or do away with it. 
To unmask the causes of systemic abandonment three areas were identified as to 
how systemic abandonment came about. These areas are: political agendas, 
hurrying/stress and technology. There certainly are more areas (or it could be divided 
differently) that can be identified as the roots of systemic abandonment. During the 
research these three proved sufficient. 
No researcher can be totally unbiased but being sensitive to this fact, caution has 
been taken to steer clear of becoming entangled into one side of politics or becoming 
involved in ideologies while searching for the roots of abandonment. The focus was on 
the real issues16 as revealed by the research. Without true reasons, any plan to curb the 
effects will be flawed. The research, as presented in the next paragraphs, will help to 
establish the reasons why systemic abandonment took hold in a largely Christian-
orientated society. These chapters will help to announce the fact that some of the crucial 
decisions taken by leaders in the past brought about systemic abandonment in spite of the 
ideals that were made to help the young.   
The next section will take a critical look at how political agendas by various 
political parties from the outset of political dealings helped to establish systemic 
abandonment. Due to political agendas that are engraved in history a uniquely South 
African context was created. Imperialism and the reaction to it by the local populace, 
plays a vital role in creating this unique systemic abandonment. 
                                                          






The legacy of political agendas in South Africa is distorted.17 Colonialism and 
subsequent struggles for independence over the last century, whether by Whites to gain 
sovereignty from Great Britain or Blacks gaining independence from all European 
descendants, left South Africans divided.18 Especially after the Second World War, this 
division became a central struggling point in politics in South Africa. Decisions were 
made in order to gain the upper hand and be the sole rulers. 
This struggle left the country heavily divided between Blacks and Whites.19 The 
rest of Africa was subjected to the same struggle,20 but the South African political 
landscape had a unique twist. This twist entailed the upcoming of Afrikaner Nationalism 
which was in direct opposition to the Black struggle to overthrow the burden of 
Colonialism. Uniquely both had a vision of freedom from Great Britain. 
This fight for freedom started as early as 1899 when the two “Boer Republics” 
went to war to keep their independence from Great Britain after an unsuccessful invasion 
by the Jamieson raiders. The raid was under the pretence to free foreign workers 
                                                          
17 Ibid., 12. 
 
18 Twineyo-Kamugisha Elly, Why Africa Fails: The Case for Growth before Democracy (Cape 
Town: Tafelberg, 2012), 29. 
 
19 Landman, The Long View, 12. 
 
20 Heidi Holland, Tea with Mugabe (Johannesburg: Penguin Books, 2010), 24. 
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allegedly being mistreated by the Transvaal Republic. In reality it was unmasked 
imperialism to gain the riches of the gold mines.21 
Thus world political agendas started the division of South Africans. As the war 
progressed22 the decision by the British to arm Blacks and use them against women and 
children23 who stayed at home, made this division a permanent one. Promises were made 
to the Blacks of land and governance if they fought on the British side.24 These promises 
were not kept at the peace treaty of Vereeniging in 1902. Blacks were not even invited to 
these peace talks.25 
A deep distrust grew between Blacks and Whites from these broken promises and 
Blacks were ignored as citizens of South Africa. Some Blacks decided to fight on the two 
Boer Republics side and were treated terribly by the British side. Their families were put 
into concentration camps without any facilities.26 The fact is that all Blacks in South 
Arica were let down by the Whites, be it by the British not keeping their promises and 
ignoring the rights of Blacks or be it the White “Afrikaners” caught up in their 
nationalism and hatred towards Blacks for fighting on the side of the British. 
What was lost at this crucial junction in the history of South Africa is best put by 
Pakenham when he says:  
                                                          
21 Thomas Pakenham, The Boer War (Johannesburg: Jonathan Ball Publishers, 1993), 11. 
 
22 Ibid. 20. 
 
23 Pets Marais, The Woman in the Anglo-Boer War 1899-1902 (Pretoria: JP van der Walt 
Publishers, 1999), 39. 
 
24 SB Spies, Methods of Barbarism (Cape Town: Human & Rosseau, 1978), 305. 
 
25 Thabita Jackson, The Boer War (London: Macmillan Publishers, 1999), 180. 
 
26 Spies, Methods of Barbarism, 279. 
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Perhaps the worst legacy of the war was the political price it exacted from 
Africans to pay for white unity. Bringing two new states into the Empire made 
urgent the need to reconcile the white communities. The war made that process a 
great deal more difficult. It has taken ninety-odd years and is still not fully 
accomplished. And the price of attempting that reconciliation was paid by the 
blacks and browns. In fact, the result of Milner’s destruction of the old republics 
was not only to lose the two old colonies, but to cast away that priceless Liberal 
legacy, the no-colour-bar tradition of the Cap.27 
 
Thus political agendas became more important for each group and everything else, 
including the young, became less important. The young were to be sacrificed for the 
cause.28  
 
Political Agendas between 1902 and 1994 
Since the Anglo Boer War ended with the treaty of Vereeniging in 1902 political 
agendas have had a major influence over South African society. It still continues today.  
Race has played a major role in all politics since. It started at the peace negotiations 
before the treaty was even signed. Pakenham states to this affect: “The first payment of 
the price was at Vereeniging. Milner had inserted that subtle preposition ‘after’ into 
clause 9 of the peace terms: no franchise for the natives until the introduction of self-
government—that is, never. And down the years, the spirit of this contempt for the black 
majority grew and throve. It was to this that Milner’s short-cut had led South Africa.”29 
The struggle between the groups grew and with the awakening of Black 
Nationalism after the Second World War, the struggle intensified. Afrikaner Nationalism 
met Black Nationalism and acts of violence between the groups became more frequent. 
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28 Heidi Holland, 100 Years of struggle: Mandela’s ANC (Johannesburg: Penguin Books, 2012), 
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29 Pakenham, The Boer War, 290. 
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The African National Congress created a military wing to combat the regime of the day. 
Pakenham put this period in perspective when he says:  
By 1979 the wheel had turned full circle. With the Second War of Independence 
finally won, the volk were facing a third. The new adversary, Black Nationalism, 
could match Afrikaner Nationalism in stamina and perhaps even in bitterness. 
Otherwise, there were many parallels between the situation in 1979 and 1899.  
“There is only one way out of the troubles in South Africa: reform or war. And of 
the two war is more likely.” Milner’s phrase was grimly prophetic. But, this time, 
no one expected the war to be over by Christmas.30 
 
When Pakenham wrote his book in 1993 he could not foresee that a year later war 
was replaced by reform. After Nelson Mandela’s release, a general and free election for 
all citizens of South Africa was held in 1994. FW de Klerk, the prime minister at the 
time, took the bold step to start reform. 
Unluckily the period between 1902 and 1994 was marred by political struggles 
with political agendas the prime concern. First there was the break away from Great 
Britain after the Anglo Boer War (most historians will state that the Afrikaner lost the 
war but won the peace) that led to a Union in 1910. Blacks were seen as second class 
citizens in this state. The Union was followed by a declaration of independence as a 
Republic from Great Britain in 1963 by the White government, which separated White 
and Black in governance and society. 
Anger over this separation grew in Black communities and spilled over into 
violence. Russia and China were the key suppliers of weapons and training to the 
“freedom fighters.” Largely civilian targets were chosen and over 20 000 people died in 




this politically motivated violence.31 This political agenda/policy affected every aspect of 
society in South Africa and separation was enforced on every level of society. 
More and more violent demonstrations took place and the violence escalated into 
full riots across the country in the 1970s and 1980s. The government felt that this 
violence had to be quelled by force. In this struggle youth were the biggest losers as both 
sides manipulated the youth to suit their different agendas. Struggle slogans by some 
Black activists like “Freedom before Education” were commonly used during this 
period.32 
Scars from this period are still visible after twenty-three years of democracy and 
the youth are still being manipulated by its history. An entirely different generation of 
youth now suffers because of it. Time is a healer, but if every opportunity is used to be a 
reminder of this past,33 it will never heal. Poor governance by the ruling party, the ANC, 
is attributed to the apartheid era and not due to their lack of skills. 
 
Political Agendas after 1994 
After the general elections of 1994 South Africa came under new rule by the 
ANC—a Black political party that won the election. The new president, Nelson Mandela, 
was wise enough to rule the country and the civil war34 that was expected by many 
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33 During his state of the nation address on 11 February 2016, President Jacob Zuma again referred 
to the struggle. 
  
34 Holland, 100 Years of Struggle, 153. 
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Whites did not realise. Reconciliation was the key word Mandela used35 and tribunals 
were set up to handle the transgressions committed during “the freedom struggle.” It was 
called the Truth and Reconciliation Commission and was headed by Arch Bishop 
Desmond Tutu. Horrific stories were told at the commissions hearings and the chance 
was given to all to come clean about the past—some did. 
Mandela showed the way forward for South Africa by being tolerant of the past 
and recognizing that every South African had a part to play in the New South Africa.36 
Vast strides were made and the transition to a full inclusive democracy looked like it was 
working. Standards were kept and revenge for past struggles was not on the agenda.37  
This however changed when Nelson Mandela’s time in the office of the president 
ended. The presidents since then, Mbeki and Jacob Zuma, were and are not a shadow of 
Mandela. Mbeki became infamous when he denied the existence of AIDS and Zuma 
became president after a failed prosecution on rape and corruption charges. Various 
scandals followed (The Weapons deal and presently Nkandla) where millions of tax 
money were spent on personal gains for the president. Cadre appointments in key 
positions by JZuma keeps him from being dismissed.38   
After Mandela’s turn in office, the agenda of the ruling party changed gradually to 
one of alienating most Whites because of the past. Apartheid was being blamed for 
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38 Several attempts to institute a vote of no confidence in the president were made by the 
opposition parties in the Parliament of South Africa during 2013 and 2014, but were not tabled due to the 




almost everything and learning mistakes by the new regime were not acknowledged as 
such. This crucial shift from responsible governance to an irresponsible one focussing on 
revenge, are proving detrimental to South Africa. Corruption has reached new levels and 
not a week goes by whereby new corruption scandals are uncovered—the latest craze 
being lying about qualifications to gain top appointments.39 
The problem lies therein that people who want to govern with acceptable rules are 
being side tracked by Zuma. The whole saga around Public Prosecutor Mondensela, who 
after investigating into the Nkandla affair, concluded that the president must pay back the 
money which was illegally used to upgrade his private home, proves the point beyond 
any doubt.40 Increasingly new legislation concerning taxation, privately-owned 
companies, property, firearms, school curriculums, labour laws, employment and 
information are alienating Whites from the government. Whites feel left out when 
decisions are being made and with the majority of seats enjoyed by the ANC government 
in parliament, controversial laws are pushed through which hinders interracial relations. 
The tendency by politicians to rule simply to enrich themselves rather than practise good 
governance are a dangerous agenda and are hurting the country.41   
An example of this can be found in the new Information Act. This act entitles the 
government to classify all government documents in categories of secrecy. This entails 
that nobody is granted access to any government document without the pre-approval of a 
government official. Whistle blowers blowing the whistle on corrupt officials are not 
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allowed to make government documents known that prove corruption. When found guilty 
they can be sentenced to jail terms of up to twenty years. The press gaining documents 
from sources to prove corruption can be arrested.42 
To put it mildly, political agendas by the governing ANC government take 
precedence over the well-being of all citizens of South Africa.43 As ludicrous as it sounds 
one minister went as far as stating that Blacks are incapable of racism. It seems like the 
current government agenda includes steps to satisfy the more radical in their midst in 
order to stay in power.44 
Legislation like the Black Equity Empowerment Act, reward employers for hiring 
more Blacks than Whites, Coloureds or Indians. Government contracts are awarded 
strictly according to this act. If the company is not BEE compliant, the company will not 
be granted any government contracts. Whites can only be employed if a Black person is 
not available and then only under certain circumstances. Quotas are strictly enforced in 
sport from as early as school level and the stage has been reached where every aspect of 
life are being regulated by some committee to oversee race representation—even if it 
means a drastic fall in production or quality.  
Affirmative action is a necessity to bring balance back into the labour market and 
to ensure opportunities for all. This will help eradicate the past and nobody in the labour 
market denies this. This action however must be carefully managed and must have a 
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timeframe. The level to which affirmative action is being taken by the present 
government is counterproductive.45 White males in particular are excluded from the 
labour market and jobs for them are very limited. 
An example of the harm this creates is the shortness of skilled labour. While 
catching up on wasted years due to “the struggle to free South Africa” Black youths are 
struggling to cope with the demands of modern society. Leadership skills are in a crucial 
shortfall in every aspect of governance. The criteria for leadership positions in the ANC-
led government seems to be due to the part played in the “struggle” and not due to 
leadership skills.46 
The problem with this legislation aimed at restoring the balance of employment is 
that it creates a new imbalance.47 This imbalance is further increased by the alienation of 
the White populace by the present government. On August 14, 2015 the minister of 
labour announced that the Indian race group shall also be included in affirmative action. 
By the alienation of the White population (and now other race groups as well) two 
problems are created.  
The first problem is that a lot of Whites have left the country since 1994. This 
created a” brain drain”48 in South Africa by highly-skilled workers leaving. They 
included doctors, engineers, businessmen, pilots and young Whites. The second problem 
is that the Whites, Coloureds and Indians that remain grow more disillusioned with the 
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government. The comment: “the government does not care” is heard everywhere.49 The 
immense pressure on the government by the millions of citizens needing homes, medical 
care, disabled facilities, employment and old age care could have been alleviated by 
looking past skin colour and looking at capabilities.50   
The end result is that a lot of young people (including Blacks) are emigrating. 
They are disillusioned with the current state agenda and cannot find employment.51 New 
measures by governments like Great Britain and the United States between 2010 and 
2012 have since curbed the outflow. This does not discourage young adolescents. Other 
countries are simply selected. The United Arab Emirates and Qatar are new favourites.  
One of the measures that can be used to determine the effectiveness of the South African 
government is the emigration/immigration statistics. 
Figure 11 Emigration by South Africans 
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Out of a total of 16 165 persons emigrating from South Africa in 2003, 4 160 
were below the age of 25. That is a percentage of nearly 26 percent. The significant part 
of 6 981 lies in the age group between 26 and 40. This represent a percentage of 43 
percent—the skilled labour force. If both groups are considered a percentage of nearly 69 
is reached. This represents the future and current labour force. These statistics are for the 
year 2003 alone. The truth is that a lot of people are leaving, a sure sign that the 
government is not living up to its mandate. 
To be fair, different years were used in the research to ascertain trends. Statistics 
from Australia shows South African immigrants rising rapidly from 1992 (56 500) per 
annum to 2002 (84 095) per annum. The Department of Internal Affairs in South Africa 
admits52 that their figures might be low because emigrants are not obligated to declare 
their departure as emigrants. The official report states:  
Over the years official statistics on self-declared emigration from SA show that 
the five leading overseas destination countries are the UK, USA, Canada, 
Australia and New Zealand. As these countries have good statistical systems, in 
principle, it would be possible to obtain data on South African residents and/or 
South African citizens who have permanently settled in their countries. The 
figures obtained from those sources could be compared with official figures on 
self-declared emigration and the degree of under-reporting of emigration can be 
assessed.53 
 
A comparison of emigration from South Africa between 1971 and 2003 helps determine 
if political agendas are part of the decision to leave. The period of 1971 represents the 
time before the struggle for democracy intensified. The years following 2003 represent a 
decade after the democratic elections of 1994 and the end of the Mandela era. 
                                                          





Figure  12 Emigration Comparison between 1971 and 2003 
 
Statistics obtained from the report on documented migration by the Department of 
Statistics,54 show that from a small number of emigrants in the beginning of the 1970s the 
number escalated significantly for 2003. If it is taken into account that 98 percent of all 
emigrants are White, the effect of political agendas can be surmised. The true impact of 
this figures is that there is a clear indication that the young are leaving in great numbers. 
This outflow of people potential is hard to replace. It is not only White young adolescents 
who are leaving; Black adolescents are leaving in greater numbers too. Black television 
presenters who used to work in South Africa grace British television sets.   
To determine the interest by young adolescents in politics, which can be an 
indication of their view to make a difference in society, a fair measurement can be 
obtained by looking at the registration of young adolescents as voters. This will also be 
helpful in determining if they see a future for themselves. 
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Figure 13 Percentage of Population who Registered to Vote 2004 
 
Given the history of South Africa, the expectation is that young adolescents would 
register to vote as soon as they become eligible. Under White South Africans the 
common answer when being questioned why they as adolescents do not register to vote 
is: “Why bother—we are outnumbered to such a degree that our vote do not matter.” 
In the last three elections (2005, 2009 and 2013) young adolescents and other 
registered voters that worked elsewhere in the world were excluded from voting. The 
research showed that these individuals see it as a scared government who cannot risk the 
change of them voting because the impact of the numbers they represent. They had to 
bear the brunt of several affirmative action drives from 1994 by the government and had 
to seek employment elsewhere in the world. This exclusion of a large portion of voters 
was challenged in court and the ruling favoured the voters. The government simply 
bypassed the ruling and quoted time constraints and logistical problems as the reasons.55 
Political agendas are making a mockery of the governance of the country. The last 
two openings of parliament (2015, 2016) ended in total disarray and twenty-three 
                                                          















representatives of the EFF had to be forcefully removed in 2015. In 2016 they elected to 
walk out on their own. Poor governance due to political agendas is proving to be the 
biggest root problem of systemic abandonment. 
Promises made to Black young adolescents by the drivers of political agendas 
cannot be kept and anger and frustration is building. On February 12, 2015, Professor 
Duvenage of the University of North West told national radio listeners that racial tension 
between the races in South Africa is at its worst since 1994. This is mostly due to 
political agendas of the ANC government. 
More and more radical politicians are taking the stage, promising free education, 
land, wealth and jobs to all Blacks. Cries are heard to chase the Whites away and the 
song made popular during the 1980s: Kill the Farmer, Kill the Boer are again heard. The 
pace of systemic abandonment has picked up by interfering with business; the 
government is responsible for job losses. Most international companies have since moved 
their African headquarters to Australia. 
Infighting within the ruling party has proved detrimental to the economy and by 
firing the minister of finance in late 2015, Zuma has been responsible for the devaluation 
of the Rand currency by more than 45 percent. Various calls for him to resign have fallen 
on deaf ears. The ruling party refuses to accept his inability to rule. 
 
The Voices of Young Adolescents on Political Agendas 
The differences between Black and White adolescents was apparent when 
interviewing them about political agendas. The majority of Black adolescents were 
adamant (even aggressive) that their time in the political limelight has come. The 
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injustices of the past have granted them carte blanche. However, White adolescents were 
disillusioned with the whole aspect of politics. They shared anger. 
The White adolescents that were born since 1994 found it hard to comprehend the 
reasons why they were being treated the way they are. Affirmative action was seen as a 
new method of discrimination. Common reactions from the White adolescents were: “Are 
we not the same in the new South Africa” and “Why must we be made to suffer for 
injustices of the past—we were not even born yet.” 
Ntuli’s56 comments represent a fairly common opinion within the Black young 
adolescents group interviewed: “The Whites had their chance and they abused it. They 
thought nothing of us and we don’t have anything. Look around you—can you see where 
we must live and go to school. Everything is broken and we don’t have facilities like the 
Whites. President Zuma and comrade Malema are right—there must be a redistribution of 
property. We are entitled to live better and change must be coming.” 
On the other side of the coin Albert’s57 comments are common within the White young 
adolescent group:  
Why can’t I find a job? I applied for fifty-four job opportunities and I did not get 
invited to one interview. It is not like I don’t have an education—I do have a 
degree from a university. It is because I am White and male at that. It is this 
nonsense about affirmative action. Man I was not even born yet when all this 
Apartheid bull went down! I just want a job so I can get on with my life. 
 
The research would not be complete if the opinions of those young adolescents 
who went abroad to find work are not considered. They return to South Africa for short 
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57 Albert was interviewed at Pinetown on May 12, 2013. 
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holidays or permanently because their work visas ran out. They struggle to adapt here 
because they have adjusted to a more equal opportunity atmosphere in the workplace 
abroad. They report fairness in the hiring process and race has no influence. Research has 
shown that South African adolescents are sought after workers.58 
Upon their permanent return they find it difficult in the employment market. This 
was echoed by Peter:59 
Overseas they look a lot less at the colour of your skin. If you are qualified or 
have the experience and skills, they give you a job. Within a week of starting at a 
carpenter company in London, I was promoted to foreman. When I came back 
after two years with a lot of experience the employers told me straight that they 
cannot employ me—they must comply with BEE otherwise they do not get 
contracts from government. All this because of my skin colour and not a second 
thought are given to production. 
 
Systemic abandonment is condensed when adolescents have to leave home to 
seek employment abroad. They enter the unknown and are sometimes exploited by 
ruthless employers. Distances make it impossible to return immediately and they are 
stuck in a strange country. Heinrich60 related the following story:  
We arrived in England and went directly to the address in London the lady in 
South Africa gave us. It was sort of an employment agency. We were not given 
any address or details of our employer. Our new employer entered the agency 
angrily and told us to get into the back of a pickup outside. He took our passports. 
It took us two hours to reach our place of employment, which was a pub in the 
country. We were seven and were put into one small room. We were waken at 
4:30 am and had to work the whole day. Our meals consisted of a sort of awful 
soup. We tried to talk to our employer but he bluntly blew us off. He growled that 
we must be thankful to him for giving us work. We ran away after a week and 
returned to South Africa. I went back after not finding work in South Africa. This 
time I was better prepared and worked in London for 2 years. After it all it still 
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60 Heinrich was interviewed at Bloemfontein on August 10, 2009. 
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was worth the experience and I will go back if I can. I will just use a London 
based agency that has a good reputation. At least I got a chance to work and prove 
myself. 
 
An unfortunate dilemma for adolescents that worked abroad is that they are branded as 
traitors or cowards in their hometowns. The story of Peter61 puts this in perspective:  
I found myself in the boardroom for a lecture to be given by a visiting South 
African government official in Edinburgh, Scotland. The Black official’s speech 
targeted White South Africans seeking employment outside South Africa. It was a 
foul attack on how the jobseekers are just lazy and degenerates who are not good 
enough to find employment in South Africa. Mid speech I stood up and told him 
that I am one of those degenerates and have been working for the company in 
Edinburgh for over four years. I am being held in high regard by the company. 
This was immediately reaffirmed by my co-workers. He literally slithered away 
and did not finish his visit.62 
 
An interesting aspect emerged from the interviews with Black adolescents on the 
subject of political agendas. They are viewed with suspicion when attaining senior 
positions or even just getting the job. They are marginalised because people think they 
only got the job by being Black. Corruption and cadre deployment are responsible for this 
view and show serious flaws in the current governmental system.63 
 Cadre deployment has serious implications by being responsible for poor 
governance and protests against poor service delivery are an everyday occurrence.64 In an 
advertisement of a well-known bank, young Black adolescents commented on how bad 
they despise cadre deployment. The reaction from government was so severe that they 
                                                          
61 Peter was interviewed at Durban on November 23, 2012. 
 
62 This was told to me personally while I was visiting Edinburgh in 2009. It was a group of South 
African that attended church for Christmas carols. The group consisted of twenty-six South Africans. 
 
63 Jeffery, BEE, 32. 
 
64 Auditor General South Africa, General report on national audit outcomes 2010/2011, no 258 of 
2011 (Pretoria, December 2011), 6. 
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threatened to close the bank. The bank withdrew the advertisement although it was the 
true reflection of the feelings of young Black adolescents. Khumalo65 made it clear that 
this cadre deployment takes their future away: 
The new town clerk is the nephew of the mayor and he is driving his third new 
car. The two previous ones he wrecked while on a drinking binge. We don’t even 
have running water in our homes. We pay taxes but what is happening with that 
money? The mayor and his family is using that money to splash about and 
showing off. We must walk blocks to a watering pipe to get water and then the 
pipe breaks down every second day. It is currently broken for the last two weeks. 
We don’t get service delivery. The people are angry with the new councillor for 
our area. He just sit in his new house in the White area of town drinking beer. 
 
Rage over political agendas is again causing riots all over South Africa. 
Numerous arrests of ordinary citizens protesting poor service delivery have been made 
due to the inability of appointed officials to govern properly. This time the riots are not 
for freedom from an unjust political dispensation but from poor service delivery. City 
officials have their own political agendas in order to enrich themselves.66 They have no 
interest to fulfil the reasons for which they were elected: to serve their communities. 
Space is limited so not everyone’s story can be told. The appreciation showed by 
young adolescents during the interviews for just being able to speak their mind, made 
their stories universal. The stories spoke of the same desire—a world free of harmful 
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Current political agendas are creating a big chasm between race groups. It is 
created from an early age when quotas are enforced in their life, the school adolescents 
attend, the sport they play and the job they can apply for. Again political agendas favour 
certain groups and this leads to disloyalty and frustration. Frustration on both sides is 
spilling over into violence. University campuses are inundated with violence. 
The high level of unemployment which the political agendas create is the main 
source of discontent. Affirmative action, as applied by the government, is damaging the 
economy and job losses are part of the economy downfall. On the one side of the chasm 
the Black adolescent sees affirmative action as just and on the other side the White 
adolescent sees it as a form of discrimination the government bestows on them. 
Cadre deployment is second on the hurt list of the young adolescent. It is 
responsible for a skewed and poorly-trained labour force. People who are not qualified 
have jobs and those who are qualified do not. Production in many of the economic sectors 
is at the lowest levels ever. The South African currency, the rand, is at its lowest levels 
against all the major currencies ever.   
The Black adolescent is suffering because they enter the job market undertrained 
and are given exposure to senior positions without the experience to do the job. Suicide 
by Blacks has tripled since 2004. The White adolescent is suffering because they are 
judged by their skin colour and not by their skill or training. True young entrepreneurs of 
both races are ignored because of political agendas. Countless examples are found of 
young South African entrepreneurs that have excelled in the international market. 
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In the end the big loser is South Africa. The loss is calculated by the number of 
skilled and willing workers leaving, the discontent over legislation that is discriminating, 
the unskilled and untrained official/worker that was unjustly appointed and the endless 
corruption that it all leads to. The young adolescent is at the receiving end of it all. 
Influential people are making their voices heard about the state of the economy, 
corruption, lack of true leaders and political agendas. Although not calling it 
abandonment yet, they realise that something serious is wrong and are taking steps to 
rectify the problem. They are however by far the minority. The majority is blindly 
following the cadre appointed president. 
The cost of opportunities missed by the current and past generations of young 
adolescents because of political agendas are huge. Legislation does not make a good 
company director—training and experience does. The large number of Black-owned 
companies going under after being lucrative enterprises before proves this. The large 
numbers of failed Black farmers and the corruption of government officials are more 
proof of failed political agendas. 
The reality of systemic abandonment of young adolescents by means of political 
agendas is not unique to South Africa. There are examples worldwide that the young 
adolescent is being ignored and misused due to political agendas. Argentina and the 







The Hurrying and Stress of Children 
 
Introduction 
The hurrying of young adolescents into adulthood is partially to blame for 
systemic abandonment. The consequent abandonment makes the young adolescent feel 
estranged and isolated with nowhere to go. This feeling of helplessness makes the young 
adolescent enters her school or a cinema and start shooting schoolmates/people. Elkind is 
the guiding light to the root of the problem by discussing the effects on today’s children 
by a hurried society.67  
By not experiencing the necessary time to grow up in a loving and caring 
environment, children are hurried through the stages of human development. They then 
lack the skills to be responsible adults. Clark describes this process by stating: “The 
concept of childhood, so vital to the traditional American way of life, is threatened with 
extinction in the society we have created. Today’s child has become the unwilling, 
unintended victim of overwhelming stress—the stress borne of rapid, bewildering social 
change and constantly rising expectations.”68 
With the huge social changes that have taken place since 1994, the amount of 
stress put on young adolescents is overwhelming. Clark’s statement helps clarify the 
strange behaviour of young adolescents in South Africa at present. From interviews with 
parents it became clear that the volume of work adolescents must master in a single 
school year is responsible for a lot of the problems experienced by students. Parents, 
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some teachers and students are in agreement that the load their children must bear is 
simply too much. Between school work and sports there just is not enough time in a day. 
It is not uncommon for young adolescents to be sleep deprived. High school seniors 
admitted that four hours is the norm. With exams they are even more sleep deprived. 
Parents are not spared from this ever-increasing pace. All of the parents 
interviewed about the schedules of their children confessed that one or even both parents’ 
schedule revolved around their children’s school routine. The younger the child, the more 
involved the parents are. Parents complained that the pressure never seems to let up. Even 
during school holidays, they are forced to help with assignments. This turmoil is captured 
in Elkind’s words:  
The contemporary parent dwells in a pressure-cooker of competing demands, 
transitions, role changes, personal and professional uncertainties, over which he 
or she exerts slight direction. We seek release from stress whenever we can, and 
usually the one sure ambit of control is our home. Here, if nowhere else, we can 
enjoy the fact (or illusion) of playing a determining role. If child rearing 
necessarily entails stress, then by hurrying children to grow up, or by treating 
them as adults, we hope to remove a portion of our burden of worry and anxiety 
and to enlist our children’s aid in carrying life’s load.69 
 
It also was clear that the majority of parents do not see the excessive demands as 
systemic abandonment. Although they observed the seemingly strange behaviour of their 
children, they ascribe it to hormones, teenager moods and the demand of today’s society. 
Parents have an answer ready when asked how they guide their children through this 
maze of sometime contradicting demands: “They must learn to cope—we did.” 
By ignoring or misinterpreting the changed environment with its own set of rules 
in which the child must grow up, the flawed system creates abandonment. Parents lack 
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the skillset to guide their children through this period themselves. The expectation is that 
the school or other institutions are responsible to guide their children through this period 
because they are being paid to do it. Their inability to adapt to a changed world is not to 
blame. Some of the parents live in a time bubble and simply deny the fact that children 
are hurried. They lament on how tough things were in their time at school. 
In the interviews young adolescents were at first suspicious. After the concept of 
hurrying was explained to them and that it was okay to speak up, they were more open 
and reported a feeling of relief. They knew all too well about the demands they faced, but 
they could not articulate their frustration against a system that they knew did not work.  
The world in which they were expected to function (according to the adults) simply does 
not make sense to them. Demands to adapt to the norms of this world from school, 
parents and society never stop. To them it seems that adults simply do not care what they 
are going through.   
The realisation that hurrying causes immense damage and in fact is a time bomb 
has not dawned on a lot of parents and other caretakers. Elkind warned against hurrying 
as early as 1980: “We do not mean our children harm in acting thus—on the contrary, as 
a society we have come to imagine that it is good for young people to mature rapidly. Yet 
we do our children harm when we hurry them through childhood.”70 
 The question remains: “What do we want for our children?” In South Africa, as 
in the rest of the Western world, society wants them to grow up as self-sufficient adults. 
The time in which they are expected to do it however became shorter. Advanced concepts 
are being taught to younger children to keep up with the pace. Because South Africa is 




developing a new comprehensive system that incorporates new methodological ideas, 
large parts of the American systems of education and commerce are used. 
After 1994 the amount of information about rearing and understanding children 
became more accessible because research done in the US and Great Britain on various 
subjects concerning children was readily available. Isolation due to the policies of the 
past made such research unattainable. A new education system was developed in order to 
adjust to a changed society. A large part of the education system used in the US was 
copied without making the transition to the needs of South African children. Included 
were Jean Jacques Rousseau’s notion of childhood and the concept of child psychology. 
In order to make adjustments as the new system was developed, the education department 
has gone through five total curriculum adjustments so far. These adjustments were done 
over short periods of time and inevitably led to hurrying and stress for all involved. The 
young adolescents caught up in the turmoil were particular disorientated. 
The impact of these frequent adjustments is not always properly considered by the 
authorities and ultimately harms the child. Bookshelves are filled with popular books 
about children who wonderfully adjusted to these changes. The research has a different 
story to tell. Failures of a flawed system are kept from the public eye until it erupts onto 
the news scene.   
Shock and disbelief was conveyed in the press when a young male killed his 
parents and sister on a farm near Griekwastad in 2013. Opinions as to why this happened 
do not include systemic abandonment. The usual explanation is that he snapped or is 
insane. The real reasons why he snapped are never scrutinized. The young adolescent that 
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was involved could not even explain why he did it. This is typical of young adolescents 
that experience systemic abandonment. 
In all of this hurrying the young adolescent’s pain is missed. It is this unbearable 
pain that force them to react. Elkind comments on the one-sided reporting of matters 
relating to children: “What is even more curious is the degree to which this scientific 
knowledge is available to and consumed by the general public, for the research explosion 
in child study has been matched by a corresponding blaze of popular books about 
children. Often well-known child psychologists undertake to ‘translate’ scientific findings 
into useful applications.”71 It is essential to understand the concept of hurrying and the 
stress that hurrying generates.72 Increased cases of violent reactions by young adolescents 
demands timely interventions. There can be no doubt that hurrying not only leads to 
abandonment but to violent behaviour if not properly dealt with at an early stage. It is 
when the young adolescent feels the system has beaten them down that they revolt 
against the system—usually with extreme violence. 
The urgency also stems from the sharp increase in teenage suicides. Community 
newspapers reports that after the final exam results (grade 12) were made known in 2014 
and 2015 several young adolescents committed suicide and several more attempted 
suicide. There is a steady increase in numbers of young adolescents committing suicide 
over the last ten years. Where notes were found at these suicides, in many cases poor 
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72 I have been trying unsuccessfully for the last five years to get this research published in order to 
empower all the role players within the sphere of young adolescents and children to realise why young 
adolescents are acting the way they are. All of the publishers I approached told me it is too dark a subject 
and the normal kids outweighed the strange ones by far. 
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performances in the final exams were cited as the reason why. Ill preparation by teachers 
was also cited in some of the cases as the reason for committing suicide.73 
The reactions by young adolescents to the stress placed on them to perform 
(hurrying in its most volatile form) in order to achieve success in a competing world is 
squarely in the framework of Elkind’s description of “Type B Stressors.74 These Type B 
Stressors are the main reasons for teenage suicides and include expectations from schools 
and parents. Elkind is helpful for enabling adults to helping young adolescents. He states: 
“In short, we have accumulated a large library of data and knowledge about the period of 
life we call childhood. It is indeed no small irony that at the very time the stress of social 
life and change is threatening the existence of childhood, we know far more about 
childhood than ever known in the past.”75 By acknowledging hurrying as a systemic 
abandonment root, parents and other caretakers of young adolescents are given the first 
step to help them. 
To help young adolescents the starting point for understanding hurrying and stress 
is to look at the reasons (roots) this happens. The problem starts when adults want what 
Elkind calls “miniature adults.”76 The pressure on the children to grow up fast already 
begins in early childhood. The government has made preschool that starts at age five 
(grade 0) compulsory. School attendance has now increased to thirteen years. The shift to 
an earlier attendance age is based on the theory of early intellectual attainment.   
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74 Elkind, The Hurried Child, 188. 
 
75 Ibid., 5. 
 
76 Ibid., 6. 
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This has been an important shift in the perception of precocity. The view on 
precocity as “early ripe, early rot” has been the dominant view for long. The 
advertisement industry which started to focus on adolescents and even younger children 
changed the view to one of early intellectual attainment as well.77 
The result of this educational hurrying is that preschool children are enrolled in 
preschool classes “to prepare them for the academic rigors of first grade!”78 It however 
does not end there. As discussed in Chapter 2 the minister of education has approved a 
concept law that makes it compulsory for children to start attending school at age four. 
There are many reasons this has occurred such as advertising and clothing. One of 
the most prominent reasons was the attack of progressive education that occurred in the 
1950s in the US and found most education material being used as dated. South Africa 
inherited these same ideas from the US. Elkind helps in identifying this change as a major 
factor when he says:  
Russian launching of the Sputnik in 1957 drove Americans intoa frenzy of self-
criticism about education and promoted the massive curriculum movement of the 
1960s that brought academics from major universities into curriculum writing. 
Unfortunately, many academics knew their discipline, but didn’t know children 
and were unduly optimistic about how fast and how much children could learn.79 
 
In interviews with school-going young adolescents their biggest complaint 
centred on the content and quantity of the material they had to digest. Most school-going 
scholars complain about too much work. However, seen in the context of hurrying, the 
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complaints about the irrelevance of some of the contents and the sheer volume of work 
given to them have substance. 
During research, employers constantly complained that the content and volume of 
the subjects being taught at school do not prepare the adolescent for the job market. 
Employers were adamant that when adolescents started working for the company, they 
had to retrain them in order to be productive. So much of the knowledge gained during 
their thirteen years at school were irrelevant to the job market. Irrelevance of subject 
matter was even taught at universities. Teachers justified the contents of their subject by 
stating that they teach what is included in the curriculum. Young adolescents feel 
abandoned and years and money were wasted. 
This never-ending spiral of more complexity leads to systemic abandonment. The 
abandonment is entrenched in the phrase of Jerome Brenner: “Any subject can be taught 
effectively in some intellectually honest form to any child at any stage of development.”80  
It is therefore not strange when Elkind exclaims: “What a shift from early ripe, early 
rot!”81 In the context of this dissertation the exclamation can be added: “What an example 
of the roots of abandonment.” Interviews clearly indicated that teachers firmly belief in 
Brenner’s statement. It is therefore no wonder that employers and adolescents complain 
about the contents of certain subjects being taught.   
The whole concept of the readiness of children to learn is ignored. Teachers 
defence of their pro-Benner stance is that there are a lot of subjects that can be chosen by 






students. This argument is not without merit because it incorporates to a certain degree 
the individuality of the student. 
The concept of the faster the child can become a grownup and fend for 
themselves, is a concept that is embraced in South African society. Parents, teachers and 
caregivers of children strive to accomplish this goal. Everything is focussed to help this 
process along. 
 
Proof that Children Are Being Hurried 
Evidence to prove that children are hurried is readily available. Pressure for early 
academic achievement is one. It already starts at early age by getting the child into the 
right preschool or centre for learning. The child must then perform to qualify for the next 
best school when advance is made to the next level. Diplomas are handed out for children 
as young as four when they complete the year. The parents cheer them on. 
Children’s clothing and appearance provides for another form of hurry. Two 
decades ago young boys wore short pants which could be played in. Girls were not 
allowed to wear make-up until they were sixteen. This signalled to adults that they are 
children and should be treated differently. Today, even preschool girls wear make-up and 
boys wear miniature adult branded clothes82 that should not be played in. 
School non-academic activities are another. Compulsory hours for school start at 
around 07:30 and ends at around 14:00. After school the afternoon is packed with sports 
and cultural activities which can last up to 18:30. Certain days can even include 
rehearsals for plays or fund drives. Weekends are packed with sport tournaments and 
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extra schoolwork. School holidays are not holidays anymore—it is time for sporting tours 
to other provinces and extra assignments. 
The media and especially the gaming and advertising fields have had such an 
impact on young adolescents hurrying that it will be discussed separately later. 
Emotionally the child is also hurried. Psychologists and psychiatrists recognize that 
emotions and feelings are the most complex and intricate part of a child’s development. 
Feelings and emotions have their own timing and rhythm and cannot be hurried. Young 
teenagers may look and seemingly behave like adults, but they do not feel like adults.83 
A final piece of hurrying lays in what can be described as the move inside.  
Children do not exercise enough and are usually found inside their homes. Until ten years 
ago, a built-in exercise program in schools was in place. It comprised of two sessions of 
an hour each exercise during school time. Officially this had been taken away. Some 
schools still run the exercise program but usually it is after school. Clark captures the 
essence of it all when he states:  
As I watched the frazzled busyness, the burden of multiple layers of expectations, 
the overlapping and competing commitments to activities, and the desire to access 
and utilize the latest technologies, I could not help but feel that mid-adolescents 
have been backed into a difficult corner. On the one hand, a major aspect of their 
developmental responsibility is to learn how to cope with stress and manage their 
emotions. On the other hand adults, have continued to pile increased burdens and 
complex demands on them.84 
 
A simple exercise has been developed for this research to test if the parents of 
children understand the concept of hurrying. One question was asked of them: “Did you 
find it necessary to make sure that your child had to start to learn to read as soon as 
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possible?” All of the parents interviewed confirmed that they pressurised the children to 
start to read. Some of them admitted that they spent hours a week to get their child 
reading. They did not consider the readiness of the child.   
When informed about hurrying and the harm associated with it they answered that 
it gives the child an edge over other children. When this myth was dismissed they chose 
to ignore the facts or got angry. The belief that early reading is vital to the child’s skillset 
is absolutely entrenched in parent’s minds. They concluded their argument by saying: 
“What parent would not want that for their children?” 
Elkind brings clarity on the subject. He says, “This pressure reflects parental 
need, not the child’s need or inclination.”85 The parent’s reaction to defend their view by 
stating it gives their child an advantage is not true.86 Studies in the US and England 
concerning early reading have shown that in the beginning it looks like it is to the 
advantage of the child but three to four years into school the other slower starters to 
reading had caught up. The dropout rate among these early reading children is very high 
later on in school life. The initial advantage on reading readiness disappears in grade 
four. Elkind reports on these studies and illustrates the damage being done by hurrying 
children in this way:  
Perhaps the most interesting and intriguing part of the study was a long term 
follow-up that was made when the subjects of the study were young adolescents 
and were attending junior high school. Observers who did not know which 
children had been in which group were introduced into the classrooms; they were 
to look at all the facets of the young people’s reading behaviour. The observers 
found that the adolescents who were introduced to reading late were more 
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enthusiastic, spontaneous readers than were those who were introduced to reading 
early.87 
 
The parent’s role in hurrying must not be underestimated. Elkind devoted half of 
The Hurried Child to the role that parents play in the hurrying of their children. The 
second half of the book is titled: “Hurried Children: Stressed Children.”88 It is the parents 
that are responsible for the child’s growth and development; they play a vital role in not 
hurrying the child. 
Hurrying from an early age is an important root of abandonment because the 
development of the way children think and see the world comes into play. The whole 
concept of hurrying implies that there is a slower, more normal and healthier pace to the 
growth and development than many children currently enjoy.89 The four stages of 
development in children as described by Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget help to 
differentiate between the stages in order not to hurry the children. Parents, teachers and 
caretakers must be familiar with these stages in order to help the child develop normally. 
The stages are: the Sensorimotor period – birth to two years, the Preoperational 
period – two years to six years, the Concrete Operational period – from six years and the 
Formal Operational period – from age eleven or twelve.90 Empowered with this 
knowledge the impact of hurrying can be lessened. Further study concerning what can be 
learned by children in each respective period will be helpful for all involved. 
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Further studies to understand the relation between parents and their children have 
shown that parenting is all about parent-child contracts in order to help children grow.91 
If these contracts are broken or written improperly between the parties, things tend to go 
wrong. According to Elkind three contracts are functional between parents and their 
children: Freedom-responsibility: parents recognize the initial helplessness of infants, 
expect that as children grow up they will progressively be able to take responsibility for 
their own behaviour. Next is achievement and support: parents generally have certain 
expectations about children’s achievements that they support cognitively, affectively and 
materially. The contracts have to be rewritten as children mature and loyalty and 
commitment: both parties have implicit expectations regarding loyalty and commitment. 
In general parents expect a certain amount of loyalty from their children. The children 
expect the same. 
Young adolescents who have been hurried to grow up fast often feel that parents 
are more committed to their own lives, careers and friendships than that they are to the 
child’s.92 When they reach adolescence, young people feel no need to be loyal to parents 
as people or to the religion they as parents represent.93 It is clear that young adolescents 
that had been hurried feel alone and isolated (abandoned). They can seldom put their 
feeling of abandonment into words and that is why they sometimes explode and cannot 
explain why. The words of Werner captures the frustration that hurrying brings best: “In 
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school it is all about results and when you are not the best performing monkey—you are 
nobody.”94 
 
The Voices of Young Adolescents on Hurrying and Stress 
The young adolescents that were interviewed about hurrying did not see it as 
hurrying because they were unfamiliar with the concept. They knew they were unhappy 
with a lot of things in school and at home. The stress that the systems place on them is 
not dealt with in a healthy way. It was avoided or ignored most of the time because they 
were told to deal with it. 
At no time were they taught how to handle the stress. They constantly expressed 
the desire to just get away from it all—a clear danger sign. There was also a feeling 
among them that it was normal for a kid to live like this in the twenty-second century.  
After grasping the concept of hurrying they spontaneous called out: “But this is what is 
happening to me—why do our parents and teachers allows this? Don’t they care?” They 
continued with words like: “I thought I was weird or something for feeling trapped by 
stress and I thought I was just weak because I was not capable of handling it.” 
After sessions with heads of school and teachers, where they were empowered 
with the basic principles of hurrying, the majority realised why children behave the way 
they do. By adjusting the load of work that the young adolescents must do, teachers 
found it easier to work with them. This adjustment included no more assignments during 
school holidays. Those teachers that chose not to apply the principles of reducing 
hurrying continued to struggle in class. The majority of parents, teachers and other people 
                                                          
94 Werner is a pseudo name to protect the identity of the adolescent. He was interviewed at 
Theunissen on January 23, 2011. 
121 
 
involved with young adolescents saw their contribution to hurrying and made 
adjustments in order to lessen the stress on young adolescents. 
The best example of hurrying for young adolescents came from Ina95 when she 
was interviewed: 
I don’t have time for myself. I get up at five in the morning and depending on 
what day of the week it is, I only get to bed at twelve the evening. I attend school 
from seven o’clock—I have to be there half an hour before school starts because I 
am on the learner’s council—and I finish school at three o’clock. Then it is off to 
sport practise till about five in the afternoon. Weekends do not differ much. 
Competitions, assignments and modelling work fill my weekends. 
 
Ina is not the exception. All of the young adolescents, teachers and their parents 
confirmed hectic and full programmes. Jim’s96 response to a hectic programme is 
insightful:  
Man I am now stressed out. The teacher just gave us three assignments to 
complete before next Monday. I again have to sacrifice my weekend time to 
complete the assignments. We are writing big tests on maths and human science 
in between. It is going to be a Red Bull weekend again. Oh! I nearly forgot, I have 
a big rugby match on Saturday. I will catch up on sleep on Sunday morning. 
 
The interviews also showed deep resentment to light. The resentment stems from 
the huge workload they must master in a single year. This resentment is further fuelled by 
conversations they had with friends that completed their school careers and are working. 
These conversations focussed on the amount of unnecessary subject matter being taught 
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in schools. This resentment is boiling over and all the heads of schools report a 
significant increase in disciplinary cases the last ten years.97 
To voice the feeling of malcontent Albert said: “Look sir, if I have to learn once 
more how to dance like a Zulu and do it in front of the class and look like an idiot, I am 
going to lose it completely. I want to puke. Where am I going to use it? Maybe I can use 
it during an interview for a job!” Life Orientation, in which he had to do it is compulsory 
for all school pupils. The problem with such compulsory subject matter is that it 
contributes to the unnecessary amount of material that must be mastered 
The collective voice of all the school-attending young adolescents that were 
interviewed is that they find it difficult to cope with hurrying. The school results of young 
adolescents are of the lowest in the world when subjects like maths and science are taken 
into consideration.98 At home they struggle to take care of their younger siblings because 
both parents are working. It was surmised that they are hurried to nowhere. 
 
Summary on Hurrying 
 From the interviews, a clear picture emerged. Hurrying is at the root of systemic 
abandonment. By their own words young adolescents described the effects as traumatic 
and hurtful. The evidence is overwhelming and the fact that more disciplinary actions are 
taken against students at school prove that hurrying is hurting young adolescents.   
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Response to systemic abandonment in South Africa has not reached the same 
levels as the US. The signs of discontent are however present and escalating. Five cases 
of young adolescents attacking others have been reported in the last four months. 
Research shows that the concept of hurrying is not well known. The idea of hurrying is 
foreign to most parents and they see it as normal preparation for life.  
Glimpses of hope are visible in the fact that parents, teachers and other role 
players in the lives of young adolescents are sensing that something is wrong. They see 
the influence of hurrying but do not name it and try to curb it. They simply accept the 
values of the system forced upon them and do not want to be named troublemakers. The 
courage to stand up to the system is lacking due to the absence of a clear definition of 
what is wrong. This research helps with just that. 
Like Elkind explains, a start can be made to correct hurrying by making small 
adjustments to the school system so that stress can be reduced. A simple example is to 
know when unwarranted demands are made towards children, like when assignments 
have to be done over school holidays. After all, holidays should be getting away from it 
all and time for relaxing. 
 If nothing is done to curb hurrying, the incidents of aggression towards others by 
young adolescents will escalate further. During an interview with Clark he stated: “That 
South Africa must not repeat the mistakes that the US made concerning the abandonment 
of young adolescents.” Stricter discipline with even stricter rules in schools does not 
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seem to help, the contrary is happening—it is making it worst.99 By understanding 
hurrying and doing something about it seems to work. 
 Teachers are contributing towards hurrying by forcing rules upon young 
adolescents without regard for the changing demands with which they are faced. They 
must rather acknowledge the concept of hurrying that guide them through adolescence.  
Young adolescents report being at the mercy of teachers and even when asking questions 
that dare to differ from the opinion of the teacher being reported to the disciplinary office 
for being disrespectful. Elkind helps with the understanding of hurrying:  
Two different types of contractual violation and exploitation can be identified. 
One is qualitative and might be called calendar hurrying. It occurs whenever we 
ask children to understand beyond their limits of understanding, to decide beyond 
their capacity to make decisions, or to act wilfully before they have the will to act. 
But children can also be hurried quantitatively, and this might be called clock 
hurrying. We engage in clock hurrying whenever, through our excessive demands 
over a short time, we force children to call upon their energy reserves.100 
 
The danger is that by accepting hurrying as progress, sight is lost to what it 
ultimately leads to. The question is readily asked as to “what is going on with the 
children,” but when the answer like “hurrying” is given, it is rejected by advocates of the 
system. An incidence of hurrying, like exposing unborn children to music through the 
womb, is accepted as progress and necessary. The research to the contrary that the foetal 
fluids is there to protect the unborn against noise is rejected as being backwards. 
Something needs to be done to get the message through to parents, care givers and 
everyone involved with child rearing that hurrying is detrimental to the development of 
children. Elkind is at hand to help:  
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While we cannot, as individuals, alter the course of social events in the larger 
world, we can influence the events in our own miniature worlds of home, school, 
and community. In these circumscribed worlds, we have to look at ways of 
helping adolescents cope effectively with the negative stressors of postmodern 
life. We can do this both by helping young people attain a differentiated sense of 





The Use of Technology by Young Adolescents 
One of the more recent roots of abandonment is rooted in the technology 
explosion that occurred in the last twenty years. This explosion in technology has taken 
over the life of many a young adolescent. It is therefore the third root of abandonment. 
Coupled with media and the advertisement world’s focus on the youth, modern 
technology has a huge impact on young adolescents. The young adolescent can be seen 
everywhere with the newest gadget and to possess the newest technology has become a 
status symbol. 
It is not uncommon to see young adolescents using technology at every 
opportunity. Two young adolescents were observed having a meal and spoke only twice 
during the forty-five-minute meal—it was to say hallo and goodbye. Not another word 
was spoken because they were both on their iPads. The newest cell phone is an item of 
status and the young adolescent would not be caught dead without it. 
No place is out of bounds and the movie theatre has become a nightmare. It seems 
that they cannot see life without it. The South African Road Safety Council released a 
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press release in August 2012 stating that in nearly 60 percent of all road accidents 
occurring in South Africa, the use of cell phones played a role.102 
The use of technology has increased dramatically since 1994 because of the influx 
of new technology. Cell phone companies targeted young adolescents especially as future 
clients by establishing their brands as cool.103 They succeeded by instilling the belief that 
the newest cell phone must be in the possession of the young adolescent to be “cool.” 
Clark identifies three types of technology usage by young adolescents.104 The first 
is text messaging. Unheard of until the last decade, the sending and receiving of text 
messages on mobile phones has become the communication method par excellence for 
many adolescents.105 Special disciplinary rules had to be created to curb the use of cell 
phones in schools. 
The second is social networking websites. To the casual observer, the driving 
force behind adolescent’s creation and maintenance of their webpage(s) might appear to 
adults to be an expression of adolescent’s narcissism, but as Sonia Livingstone explains, 
this is hardly the case. The construction of a personalized online “identity” and the 
accumulation of “friends” are one and the same task.106 
A third influence is games or Gaming. Today, the allure of gaming has shifted 
from providing a surrogate competitive sports opportunity to offering a more profound 
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and contagious lure of intimate community and corporate purpose. In short, video games 
are, for many adolescents, a chance to experience a “win” both personally through their 
gaming efforts and interpersonally through their interactions with the gaming 
community.107 
The problem with technology is not the technology itself; it is the misuse of 
technology by young adolescents. Without proper guidelines and time limits young 
adolescents will use technology at every available moment. Energy drinks (overload of 
caffeine) are used to stay awake in order to use technology. 
South Africans were not ready for the massive influx of technology after 1994. 
Parents and caregivers were caught off guard when the flood of technology engulfed 
them. Most parents simply chose to ignore it and did not even try to master the new 
technology. They simply made it something bad and discouraged their children from 
using it. During one interview a young adolescent reported that he was prohibited by a 
teacher in 2013 to submit a typewritten assignment. 
Demands in the workplace to increase performance by using technology, like 
using computers and smart phones, invites the user to participate. With technology 
companies targeting young adolescents, the image of having technology at one’s 
fingertips, became a young adolescents’ thing. It was a new exciting world and young 
adolescents embraced it fully; it was a way to do things differently from the stagnant way 
the adults used to do it. 




Technology also brought television, the internet, electronic books and music 
(downloadable from any cell phone) to every young adolescent.108 Television viewing 
time for children has increased significantly in the last decade. Children spent more time 
in front of the television due to programmes aimed at them. For the young adolescent it is 
gaming time in front of the big screen. Chat shows where presenters are adolescents are 
very popular and the idol singing competition craze is an example thereof. 
Music has always had a huge influence on young adolescents.109 With 
downloadable content on cell phones the influence has increased significantly. The music 
that influences young adolescents, like other forms of entertainment, suggest release from 
stress (caused by the demands of parents, school, responsibilities and the like) through 
different outlets, the most commonly being sex, escapism (which often includes drugs), 
fantasy and rebellion.110 
Technology is used by young adolescents to still a hunger for a transcendent 
experience that provides meaning, hope, adventure and carefree celebration, whether they 
seek it through partying, social networking or video games.111 It is not the adolescents’ 
fault for turning to technology to still that hunger. Clark explains: “We as adults, in our 
collective abandonment of this generation, have taught them all too well that there is no 
celebration unless we can falsely create one by altering the state of our lives and even our 
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relationships. We have created a vacuum in the psyches of our young that they must find 
a way to fill.”112 
The young adolescent has found a way to fill the vacuum in their being. Clark 
explains how they fill this void: 
I discovered that mid-adolescents have responded to systemic abandonment by 
creating a separate and highly structural social system, what I call the world 
beneath. The world beneath is a broader concept than the notion of a youth culture 
or a generation gap. This world has been evolving over several decades, but the 
last several years, it has shifted from a rather innocuous and at times innocent 
withdrawal to a unique and defended social system.113 
 
The world beneath that adolescents have created should be taken seriously. It is in 
this world away from adults that they feel comfortable expressing themselves. In this 
world they are truly themselves and parents rarely are allowed. In order to keep this 
world hidden from adults, young adolescents wear masks.114 They simply put a different 
mask on to satisfy different role players within the system in order to cope and survive. 
Sometimes this hidden world (they call it the matrix) is not enough to hide away 
from the system and they feel cornered. Add to this scenario more stress by getting in 
more trouble at school and rejection by their peers and a keg of gunpowder is lit. That is 
when they cannot cope and take a gun to school. 
Of greater concern is that research in the US has shown that children using 
technology are getting younger and younger. This is because programme developers are 
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specifically targeting them.115 These are their future customers. During visits to schools it 
was observed that children as young as six have the latest smartphone. They use it before 
and after school. Some were overheard telling how to download an application. 
Children as young as aged two are being handed smartphones, tablets and 
notebooks by their parents to play with. Reports from the parents contain complaints that 
their children do not want to play outside. One parent even complained that his son, who 
is three, ran his cell phone bill up into the thousands. 
It is clear that there are dangers involved for young adolescents when they are 
using technology too much and for the wrong reasons. It is impossible for parents to 
isolate their child from technology. The fact is that young adolescents see technology in a 
totally different light.116 Their stories are noteworthy. 
 
The Voices of Young Adolescents on Technology 
While adults see the dangers of technology and in particular the time spent by 
young adolescents using technology, they do not. This comment can be substantiated 
after observing a recent orators’ competition held at a local high school. The topic 
“Should the use of cell phones be allowed during school time,” was being discussed as 
part of the unprepared speech segment of the competition. All of the young adolescents 
made a strong case for the use of cell phones because of the research possibilities and 
personal safety. 
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The advertisement world backed by industry has succeeded beyond their wildest 
expectations to mould young and technology together. The young adolescent sees the use 
of technology as part of their existence and they would not be able to cope in a world of 
rapid development. They need to keep up the pace and technology helps them with just 
that. Their stories opened up a different world. Sarah117 (age 16) see it as follows:  
I can’t be without my phone. I feel naked without it. I can’t imagine a world 
without it. My total world is on it. It helps my social life and I can keep track of 
my friends. I can keep up with the stuff going on at school and the party scene. I 
can even check out my Facebook page. Technology is cool and no more 
paperwork—you just text one another. My mother took it away for a week 
because of stuff I did—that was the worst week of my life. 
 
Gaming is another form of technology that has invaded young adolescents’ lives, 
and constitutes a big chunk of time spent playing it.  Brian118 had this to say as to the time 
he spends on gaming: “In the week I usually spend about three to four hours a day 
playing games. I hide in my room pretending to do homework. On weekends I usually 
pull an all-nighter. Saturdays I will have some friends over and we will play team games. 
It also put me in another world where I can do as I please.” After nudging him to the 
aspect that it seems he does not get out much on weekends he simply remarked: “It is 
dangerous out there—it is safer to stay at home with a couple of buddies.” 
Social networking for young adolescents has increased tremendously over the last 
two decades.119 It has become the way to express oneself and have a social life. 
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Travelling time between friends’ home has been eradicated. This leaves more social time. 
Interviews show that all of the young adolescents lie on their profiles. Young adolescents 
see social networking as a new dynamic way to make their lives cool. 
Every aspect of their lives is put onto social networks and even small details like 
brushing their teeth are reported. The obvious dangers of overexposing personal 
schedules to unknown persons seems to have escaped them. Parent’s reactions vary from 
ignorance to buying the newest technology for their children. All of the social networks 
now have a security setting to limit the exposure of information.  
The improper use of technology was highlighted when a mother was observed 
buying her son of ten years, the newest gaming console. The package with which the 
console was being offered contained very violent games with strict age restrictions. The 
shop assistant was quickly silenced when he tried to inquire about the age restriction. She 
simply told him it was for her. 
Age plays a huge role in using social networks and parents are unaware of how 
young their children are being exposed to this kind of technology. A recent incident in 
Benoni where two young girls were abducted, shook parents out of their ignorance. Both 
girls were fourteen and kept their profiles painstakingly up to date on a social network. 
Both disappeared after apparently setting up dates with much older men. Their bodies 
were found six days later. After examining their profiles police discovered that the thugs 
used this information to approach the girls. The parents were clueless. 
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When the dangers of social networking were suggested to Karl120 in an interview 
he reacted quickly to defend social networking. He said: “They were just dumb! You 
cannot blame the system for their stupidity! Everyone knows that you don’t put all your 
stuff on there, especially stuff that weirdo’s can use to get to you. Man they were dumb!” 
The overwhelming response to technology indicates that young adolescents are crazy 
about it. Downloading music seems to be predominant with internet surfing in a close 
second. The words of Jaco121 are the general conception among young adolescents:  
Older people, especially teachers and parents, see danger in everything new. If it 
is not cell phones then it is the internet. The adults hear about porn on the internet 
then it is all we want to do on the internet. They (adults) cannot leave games alone 
– everything bad is connected to the violence found on games. Games make you 
murder someone and cell phones take away the pleasure of conversation. Where 
do they get this stuff? They don’t even know how to use those things! I wish they 
would leave us alone and get on with their technology impaired lives! 
 
Parents, caregivers and teachers should take note of the world of technology and 
rather incorporate the good of technology than ignoring or even forbidding the use 
thereof. By granting Jaco’s wish to be left alone would be disastrous for all parties 
involved, as the case of the two girls proved. Parents must rather negotiate this world 
with their children from an early age. If left by themselves to negotiate this world the 
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It is clear from research into technology that improper use leads to systemic 
abandonment. The fact that young children are targeted by companies in order to sell 
their products at an increasingly younger age122 is alarming. They are not able to 
distinguish between good and evil and are exposed to abandonment at a far younger age. 
Parents making use of technology to keep children busy from an early age increases 
exposure. Children are thus on their own at a younger age because technology replaces 
healthy relationships with synthetic ones. 
Honesty while using technology is questionable. From the interviews, deductions 
could have made that the majority of young adolescents constantly lie on a variety of 
subjects. This includes their personal lives and their relationships with their parents.   
Most lie to make it more interesting or to stay out of trouble. This in turn leads to 
a total false identity and abandonment is more rapid and hurtful. Most young adolescents 
confirmed that once they started lying, they had to lie more and more to keep up the 
pretence of a spectacular social life. Severe anxiety not to be caught in these lies leads to 
further abandonment. 
Because they are busy themselves, parents do not take the time to see what their 
young adolescents are doing. The proper usage of technology is not explained to them 
and they must find their own way. Parents blindly accept the company’s adverts that 
promise a utopian world of technology and better lives for all. The contrary is true. It 
causes isolation. The sheer scale of porn addiction for young male adolescents on the 
internet is alarming and the affect it has on relationships is destructive for family life. 
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Because of the hurried lifestyle of the twenty-first century, adults, caregivers and 
parents of young adolescents are increasingly dependent upon technology to keep 
children busy or happy. The nucleus family structure has been replaced by a permeable 
one and children are not the focus of the family—the parents are.123 This is in direct 
contrast to what Jesus teaches in Mark 9 and 10. The children must be the centre of 
family life and get the proper attention that they need. They should not be pushed to the 
margins. The lack of a belief system and the lack of the parent’s interest in the lives of 
their children are greatly contributing towards abandonment. 
Parents are simply too busy and stressed out to honour their religious commitment 
they made at baptism, if there is such a system in place. Children simply drift alongside 
parents in a mundane lifestyle which is based on survival. Technology has become a 
status symbol for young adolescents and they compete with each other to see who has the 
newest and best phone. Parents contribute to this by granting every wish of their children.  
Elkind express the importance of the influence of technology on young children: 
From a historical perspective, a quarter of a century is only a brief moment in 
time. Nonetheless, there are some moments in time that are major turning points 
in social evolution. The past twenty-five years may well be regarded as such a 
turning point, having witnessed extraordinary technological advances that have 
revolutionized the ways in which we live and work. The magnitude of this 
transformation is what led literary scholar and media maven Marshall McLuhan 
to argue that electronic media are bringing about a new era as powerful, if not 
more so, than the one ushered in by the introduction of print in the fourteenth 
century.124 
 
He emphasizes it when he continues: “I take a broader social perspective in order to 
document what might, without exaggeration, be described as the reinvention of 
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childhood. This reinvention is the result, in part at least, of the ways in which electronic 
media have come to permeate our lives over the last quarter of a century.”125 Michael 
Nakkula clarifies why young adolescents cannot escape from the influence of technology: 
“Like anyone else, youth want to be engaged as thinking, feeling, valued members of a 
community in which they are understood as stakeholders.”126 Because of their knowledge 
of technology young adolescents are at the forefront when it comes to the use of 
technology in their communities. 
Technology is the building block for young adolescent construction of the “world 
beneath”127 It is their knowledge about technology that allows them to be separated from 
the reality that was built by adults. Constant escapes to the world beneath ultimately 
leave them out of touch with reality and a distorted view of life. This distorted view is not 
in line with what society demands and they are rejected by authorities and their peers. It 
hurries them to a place where they have nowhere to go once they are grown up.128 
Technology has reinforced today’s world phenomenon to hurry and to get things 
done quickly. Much of this spills over into methods of child rearing and education.129 
Market trends, which are huge forces, quickly utilised the development of technology to 
gain ground in sales. Specialised departments within advertising agencies target the 
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young market. James Côté130 argues that young adolescents are being targeted when he 
says: “Now many symbols of youth resistance to market forces are commodified and sold 
to younger cohorts so that they too can feel ‘hip’ or ‘cool.’”131 
The pace of developing technology is the undoing of parents, care takers and 
teachers because they simply cannot keep up. Interestingly, the pace seems to fit young 
adolescents, it keeps them ahead of adults and away from the adult’s world marred by 
abandonment. This makes them happy although it is a distorted happiness. 
 
Summary on the Roots of Abandonment 
Three areas were researched in order to expose the roots of abandonment. It was 
clearly determined that political agendas, hurrying and technology are indeed responsible 
for the problems experienced by young adolescents. After conducting hundreds of 
interviews it is possible to state that these three are creating severe damage to the 
development of young adolescents.  
Young adolescents are not the only victims of these roots of abandonment. It has 
a rippling effect that touches society as a whole. Parents, teachers and other caretakers of 
children are affected too. There are indeed more roots of abandonment, but these three 
are at the core. 
Political agendas seem to be the biggest contributor to systemic abandonment in 
South Africa. It is also continuous, with new abandonment structures being placed in 
society every year. The new anti-information law, stricter laws governing the 
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employment of young adolescents and the deterioration of government structures132 such 
as the Department of Transport and Home Affairs, are examples thereof.133 
The Sunday Times, a major newspaper in South Africa, also reported that the 
ruling party, the ANC, is growing more intolerant towards other political views.134 It 
looks like political agendas take priority over the needs of society. This is a long-term 
problem with African politics.135 
There can be no denying that hurrying and technology impact young adolescents 
in a negative way. Young adolescents have begun to see hurry as a way of life and cannot 
comprehend that it is hurting them. They depend on adults for guidance and the adults 
themselves do not realise that they are contributing towards hurting young adolescents. 
Adults are the ones who must protest against hurrying and change their own perspectives 
about progress. 
Technology is an essential tool in any modern society if applied and handled in 
the right way. Here again adults have not taken responsibility for managing it and 
empowering young adolescents to use it wisely. It is the mere speed with which 
technology is developing that brought this about. Adults are hurried and do not fully 
realise the impact of technology on family life and society. Advertising and marketing 
drive the human mind to have the latest device or technology. 
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The creation of a separate market for children, whether for infants or teenagers, 
has created a gap between adults and children. This gap has been exploited by companies 
to drive sales.136 This separate teenage identity was not a factor before the 1970s. With 
technology at the forefront, the young adolescent, while struggling to come to terms with 
a system which is hurting them, has become more distant from adults. 
Advice from adults is seldom accepted because adults are the drivers of systemic 
abandonment. When communication is cut off between adults and young adolescents the 
abandonment becomes acute and feeling trapped, they react. Young adolescents are 
conscience about this and do not trust adults because they do not safeguard them from the 
abandonment.   
There however is a choice which can be exercised. The roots of abandonment can 
be ignored and life can go on as before as if nothing is wrong, or as Christians with 
Matthew 28:13 as guideline, something must be done to curb the effects of systemic 
abandonment. Armed with the knowledge of what systemic abandonment is and where it 
comes from addressing the problem can be undertaken.  
The call from God to love and help one another is clear. If systemic abandonment 
is left unchecked, it will continue for generations to wreak havoc among communities 
and young adolescents. The sheer increases in incidents of violence which are perpetrated 
by young adolescents emphasize this urge. Willard helps to realise the call: “This is why 
                                                          




the responsibility for the condition of the world in years or centuries to come rests upon 
the leaders and teachers of the Christian church.”137 
The problem of systemic abandonment is not going to go away. Instead, 
everything indicates that it will get far worse. South Africans need to work through the 
hurt and distrust of the past. J.P. Landman speaks about the ability to modernize the 
thinking of current leaders and to look past the headlines.138 This will take time and with 
new leadership that is able to look beyond the past it can be done. 
It is essential that the young adolescent be helped through this intermediate period 
of adjusting and to develop new strategies. The most crucial part will be the children’s 
developing years. It is not possible to eliminate all the roots of abandonment but parents, 
care takers and all involved adults can help children cope with systemic abandonment 
Children feel the hurt when it comes to systemic abandonment as they are on the 
receiving end of it and they seldom can do anything about it. They are in the hands of 
adults. There is an obligation for adults to help them. This must be done from an early 
age to ensure a safe and loved environment for them.  
Kenda Creasy Dean, Clark and Dave Rahn show a diagram in Starting Right139 of 
the growing up process for adolescents. They describe it as the tightrope of adolescence. 
With a bit of adaption including birth and the growing up process with an incline until 
children reach the age 11/12 and adding a safety net provided for by adults and parents, 
this diagram shows the predicament that young adolescents face in order to handle 
                                                          
137 Dallas Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines (New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 1988), 245. 
 
138 Landman, The Long View, 195. 
 
139 Kenda Creasy Dean, Chap Clark and Dave Rahn, Starting Right (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2001), ##.  
141 
 
systemic abandonment. Children and more so young adolescents, must walk this 
tightrope on their own. They must live their life and discover and forge their way ahead. 
This is a complicated process and depends on a lot of factors which differ for each 
individual. Adults/parents nourish the child from birth until they must set out on their 
own, that is when they start to attend kindergarten/school. With the sheer numbers 
passing through teachers’ hands, there is not a lot of time to guide each individual child 
which results in the children fending for themselves. That is when they are on the 
tightrope. 
When they are not able to overcome a certain challenge they fall from the 
tightrope and the safety net of adults comes into play. The safety net represents a safe 
environment where they can make mistakes but will be helped. Systemic abandonment 
occurs when parents and especially moms do not let their children walk the tightrope on 
their own. They do not allow their children to explore and discover for themselves. The 
term that is used to describe this phenomenon is “Helicopter moms.” 
Walking the tightrope of adolescence is not an easy task for any young adolescent 
and is fraught with failures. When Côté remarks on this subject it puts it in perspective: 
“Certainly, good proportions of people seem capable of making their way from childhood 
into their adult years in an effective manner; but more seem not capable of doing so.”140 
Eric Bronfenbrenner argues the case for intellectual stimulation when he talks about the 
development of children: “The critical factor in development is the age at which a child is 
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placed in an intellectual depriving environment.”141 Systemic abandonment is that 
depriving environment.  
It is heart breaking to observe the extreme conditions under which thousands of 
young adolescents must grow up in South Africa. Clark makes the following comment: 
“The former, whom I refer to as vulnerable, includes those who grow up under extreme 
systemic or societal oppression or who have been beaten down by the impersonal 
vagaries of life circumstance. This group includes young people who face severe poverty, 
are homeless or are where they are due to class and/or racial oppression.”142 It is as if he 
was in every town in South Africa. 
The next part and chapter show the way to engage systemic abandonment head 
on. The method was tested in practice. Constant feedback from the parties involved was 
used to refine the method. 
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STEPS THAT MUST BE TAKEN TO CURB SYSTEMIC ABANDONMENT 
 
Introduction 
The biggest challenge remains. Taking steps1 to pronounce the message that 
young adolescents are suffering from systemic abandonment and that certain systems are 
in place that create and stimulate it. The challenge starts with the people that care for 
young adolescents. They do not realise that the strange behaviour of adolescents is due to 
systemic abandonment.   
After another young adolescent opens fire with a firearm at his school,2 society is 
frantically running around to find answers for the “strange” behaviour of the young 
adolescent. They blame parents, caregivers and teachers that according to them failed the 
young adolescent. The systems in place are rarely blamed. 
During research it became clear that there are a lot of parents that have nowhere 
to go. They are beaten down with no answers. The school system has judged their 
children and them as unfit students/parents and doomed them to the margins. At the 
                                                          
1 I have been enrolled in the DMin program at Fuller Theological School in Pasadena since 2011. 
 
2 Elkind, The Hurried Child, 17. 
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margins they must somehow help their child to conform to the system. The result is 
usually more resistance against the system and brushes with the law. The research for this 
project was done at several schools and when the parents got knowledge of it, they 
volunteered to contribute as well. They had looked everywhere for answers but could not 
find any. The research got a reputation that it helps “difficult” adolescents. The first 
meeting always included a brief explanation of systemic abandonment. 
Parents and student were relieved after hearing that systemic abandonment is to 
blame and although they are part of the abandonment scenario, they are not responsible. 
They are not bad parents, but it is the reaction of their child to systemic abandonment. 
They can concentrate on creating safe environments for their child.   
Most parents, when confronted with systemic abandonment, have anger and huge 
feelings of guilt. It influences their relationships with their children because they blame 
the child for being strange. It was discovered time and time again that parents do not 
know that systemic abandonment exists. 
By not getting help, parents hide this struggle from everybody and more pressure 
is applied to get the young adolescent to conform to the rules, or for them as parents to 
exercise control over their child. After spending nearly three decades working with young 
adolescents and the last eight years thereof doing extensive research into their world, the 
role players who can benefit from the research seem to be apathetic to the whole concept 
of systemic abandonment. The comments of one headmaster of a large urban school, after 
a lecture was given on the subject of abandonment, clearly illustrate this. He said: “The 
children may be wearing masks but there are a lot of them that fits into the current system 
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and are doing well.”3 Comments like these only serve to enhance the presence of 
systemic abandonment. 
Plans to curb present systemic abandonment and prevent new systems being 
implemented that constitute systemic abandonment must be made. Implementation speed 
is crucial to prevent further harm being done. Policy makers must be enlightened to the 
phenomenon that is systemic abandonment. It will not be easy for the advocates of the 
system are not willing to change the system. To them it works well. 
Clark stated during a lecture that systemic abandonment will ruin the doctoral 
students.4 Once the realisation of what systemic abandonment really is and its effects on 
young adolescents are is realised, the impact on every aspect of life hits home. The 
frustration that it is everywhere and that detection could have begun sooner to prevent 
attacks by young adolescents is ruining the researchers. 
A recent programme development has shown that policy makers do not realise 
that they are instruments in bringing more systemic abandonment to young adolescents 
and preschool children. This development involves the minister of education of South 
Africa, Angie Motshekga. She announced at the start of 2014, that enrolment for 
compulsory school will be lowered to four years for all children.5 She was hailed as a 
                                                          
3 The head of the Gelofte School said this to me personally after the lecture was over. 
 
4 This he said because he meant that our eyes will open and we shall see for ourselves the effects 
of abandonment on the young adolescents. 
 





visionary from all segments of education.6 Not a word that it will hurt the children by 
hurrying7 them and taking precious time of development within supporting families away 
from the child was heard.8 
Even from the quarters of organizations that should know better, like Childline,9 
this idea has been hailed as good. It is clear that people in charge of development of 
young children and adolescents are not familiar with the concept of abandonment. It is 
regrettable that they think they are doing a lot of good and have the children’s best 
interest at heart while they do more harm than good. 
Because of this ignorance or lack of knowledge about abandonment it is clear that 
systemic abandonment is embedded in society.10 The words of Elkind ring true: “We 
cannot change the basic thrust of American society, for which hurrying is the accepted 
and valued way of life.”11 And, “But the abuse of hurrying harms our children.”12 
The question then must be raised: “How do we help our young adolescents?” The 
young adolescents cannot be left to themselves. The Church must be the initiator to 
change. The Dutch Reformed Church is positioned favourably to be just that. The Dutch  
                                                          
6 Tim Gordon and Basil Manuel praised her for her vision. Both are influential in policy 
concerning education in South Africa. Basil Manuel is the chairman of NAPTOSA. 
 
7 Elkind, The Hurried Child, 49. 
 
8 Ibid., 207. 
 
9 Childline is an organization in South Africa that have a phone in helpline backed by personnel to 
help children with problems. 
 
10 This can be accounted for because of conversations that I had with role players across South 
Africa over the last six years. 
  





Reformed Church and her affiliates have congregations in nearly every town and city.13 
They have partners in these communities consisting of a variety of organisations.  
It is because of these two factors that the DRC and associates can spread the word 
about systemic abandonment. Luke 11:14 says: “Know how to give good gifts to your 
children,” which means that a faith community must take care of the children. It is thus 
the Church’s calling and her God-given responsibility to step in and prevent further hurt 
towards children. 
This dissertation can serve as a method to start spreading the word about systemic 
abandonment in society. Churches across South Africa and in particular the DRC, 
because of her geological advantage, can use this document to start effecting change. The 
change can start with how the behaviour of young adolescents is perceived. They are not 
being stubborn; they are simply reacting to survive in a system that has let them down. 
The plan that was researched and tested in the field to curb systemic abandonment 
will be discussed in the next subsection. These actions have been reworked from the 
template of what Clark proposes in his research on young adolescents.14 The plan was 
introduced at three schools for the last eighteen months to test its effectiveness. It had the 
approval of the governing bodies. The results are shared in the conclusion.  
 
Steps that Can Be Taken to Curb the Effects of Systemic Abandonment 
When the subject of curbing systemic abandonment is addressed, it needs to be 
said that people who are responsible for the education of young children in their 
                                                          
13 Dutch Reformed Church Yearbook 2014, Bible Media, Cape Town, 2013. 
 
14 Clark, Hurt 2.0, 192-202. 
149 
 
respective countries, (America and Britain) have noticed that certain practices within the 
school systems are hurting young children. They just have not as of yet given it a 
collective name. In South Africa teachers and educators have expressed concerns as well. 
Research by David Whitebread of the University of Cambridge was published in 
September 2013. He and another 129 leaders in child development distanced themselves 
from the practise of entering children from an earlier age as 6-7 years old. His research 
clearly shows that by exposing children too young to the school environment is harming 
them on both physical and psychological levels.15 
It seems that people like teachers, parents and other persons that works with 
young adolescents in South Africa have not noticed it and are following the system 
blindly. Some individuals have expressed concern.16 This is on an individual level and 
not through the system itself. These efforts are not doing enough because of the lack of 
knowledge by the role players of systemic abandonment. A collective name will bring 
further order to the problem. To quote Clark: “If we can name it, we can contain it.”17 
It is therefore essential that systemic abandonment of young adolescents is 
addressed collectively because work to curb systemic abandonment cannot be done at 
home alone. All concerned parties must work together to curb systemic abandonment. 
Elkind provides a helpful starting point: “The problem will not go away and only get 
worse if we don’t take some concerted action. Societies, no less than individuals, always 
                                                          
15 David Whitebread, “Too Young, Too Soon,” Research Paper, Faculty of Education, University 
of Cambridge (24 September 2013): 1-32. 
 
16 After my interviews with teachers and parents, the fact that the children struggle later on in their 
schoolwork and interaction with other children, were mentioned frequently. 
 
17 Clark, Hurt 2.0, 169. 
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wait too long before confronting serious problems—in the hope, perhaps, that the 
problems will go away or get better by themselves.”18 He gives encouragement when he 
continues: “Even without support at the legislative, media, and business levels, there are 
things that we can do as parents, educators, and health professionals to help the young 
people in our care grow by differentiation and integration—the best preparation for 
coping successfully with the stressors of their postmodern world.”19 
  A practical start is described by Clark: “The only qualification an adult needs is 
the willingness and fortitude to authentically care. Once this foundation is laid, adults can 
focus on the specific needs of mid-adolescents.”20 The first step is to identify what do 
adolescents need to cope with systemic abandonment. After this need is satisfied the 
focus can shift to helping them. Clark, after working for more than three decades with 
adolescents, identified three specific needs. They are needing refocused, nurturing 
organizations and programs, a stable and secure loving presence and to experience 
authentic, intimate relationships with adults. 
As with every step taken there are dangers that can derail the process. It is 
therefore important before taking steps to ensure that all involved would be informed as 
to what not to do. A quick guide of important realizations includes:21 the clock cannot be 
turned back to the Modern world of nuclear families and protected children and youth, 
nor is the reversal of the second sexual revolution that made premarital sex socially 
                                                          
18 Elkind, All Grown Up and Nowhere to Go, 240-241. 
 
19 Ibid., 241. 
 
20 Clark, Hurt 2.0, 191. 
 
21 Elkind, All Grown Up and Nowhere to Go, 240. 
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acceptable possible (that genie will not go back into the lamp). Finally, there is no way 
that the pace of technological change can be altered. Research on the three needs of 
adolescents will now be presented. Modifications to the original needs as addressed by 
Clark for the US were made to fit the South African paradigm. 
 
Youth Need Refocussed, Nurturing Organizations and Programs 
Elkind describes how children should be seen: “In these postmodern times we are 
ready to see children as competent and teenagers as sophisticated, it is easy to believe that 
we play a minor role in their development. Yet all of our clinical experience and our 
research data are consistent in making one resounding point: parents are the single most 
powerful, non-biological influence on their children’s lives.”22 Therefore, if adults are 
willing to wade through the lack of trust from young adolescents, honestly desire to come 
alongside and nurture adolescents as they make their way into the community of adults, it 
will not take long for adolescents to recognize this sincerity and allow adults into their 
lives.23 In practise it was found that by tuning a congregation toward this need of young 
adolescents, the church became a nurturing organization. 
Not long ago communities were just what the name implied—networks of family, 
neighbours and friends. Everybody in the neighbourhood knew one another. Good 
relationships with neighbours were normative and neighbours looked after each other’s 
interests when one of them was not around. Family gathered frequently and the parent’s 
house was the central gathering place. In the last three decades, this has changed. 
                                                          
22 Ibid., 241. 
 
23 Clark, Hurt 2.0, 191. 
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The focus somehow changed from people communities to organizations, 
corporations and bureaucracies.24 These institutions promised community to all that took 
up membership and a bank advertisement in the 1980s popularised it—they will look 
after you and your children.25 The Church estranged many young adolescents by insisting 
that they conform to a lot of outdated rules before they were welcome. The Church was 
not a nurturing place. Confirmation class was extremely difficult. 
Community boundaries became less defined26 and large numbers of young 
adolescents moved to cities to seek jobs. As the school system deteriorated in small 
towns across South Africa, the parents of school-attending young adolescents moved 
them to “better” schools in the cities.27 The “poor” kids had to attend the local school. 
These schools lacked money and resources. Quality was compromised. 
This hastened the disintegration of the community that looked after young 
adolescents. Today the nurturing of children by a community is lost.28 They would rather 
look for mistakes and ridicule children. Teenagers are seen as little examples of adults 
and the sooner they reach that status, the better. The benefits of tribal connections that 
every child mattered and was cared for are largely lost in South African society. Not long 
ago even single parents were not alone in raising their kids; there were always someone 
                                                          
24 Chap Clark and Steve Rabey, When Kids Hurt (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2009), 176.  
 
25 The advertisement was one of several on nationwide television from ABSA Bank where they 
embraced the family idea and put themselves forward as part of the family. 
 
26 Clark and Rabey, When Kids Hurt, 192. 
 
27 Department of Statistics, South Africa, Results of Referendum 2012, (Pretoria, 2013), 51. This 
shows the growth of the number of people in the cities. 
 
28 Clark, Hurt 2.0, 192. 
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to help out.29 Adults knew their responsibility to nurture and protect, but somewhere the 
idea of the Church and school as organisations being responsible took hold. The 
realisation that the benefits of a nurturing community for young adolescents was lost, and 
must therefore compel communities to recreate them. The children of every town and city 
are in need of the same thing: a community of people, organizations, and institutions that 
have their individual needs and interests in mind.   
Clark mentions three possible starting steps.30 The first is parents banding 
together to encourage the participation of all children in sport and to value their 
contribution. The second is getting the school system to reduce the burden of huge loads 
of schoolwork. Finally, is the idea of communities sponsoring regular meetings at which 
all those who work with adolescents—school officials, sports and recreation leaders, 
parents, church leaders, police and social services—to come together to assess their 
unique and collective efforts to care for each child. 
These steps confront systemic abandonment. In sports, children are driven to 
perform and only the best are good enough. The amounts of homework and balancing 
that with other activities like sport, culture and community activities leave the young 
adolescents exhausted.31 A liaison between the different role players in young adolescent 
lives can only be beneficial to them. 
The need is real to recover the original intent of a caring environment for children 
and to rethink how the young in every community can be served. It is too easy to say that 
                                                          
29 Ibid. 
 
30 Ibid., 193. 
 
31 Elkind, The Hurried Child, 7. 
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teenagers are difficult and cannot be helped. Adults are responsible for the system that is 
in place; it is also their responsibility to put things right. 
 
Youth Need a Stable and Secure Loving Presence 
One thing is clear: young adolescents are left to fend for themselves.32 This state 
of affairs is created by divorce, busy parents, teachers that are stressed out, the 
HIV/AIDS pandemic and a changing societal world. The impact of the HIV/AIDS 
pandemic was the most severe of all these causes. 
Parenting remains a very important responsibility to create a stable and secure 
environment for the young adolescent to grow up in.33 Parents and persons involved with 
young adolescents do not have to change personalities or learn a whole set of complicated 
techniques to do a good job.34 Persons with many different personality types and styles 
can be sensitive, caring and wonderfully effective examples. In a small town in the Free 
State province called Phillipolis, the Church started a care centre for orphans of the 
HIV/AIDS virus. All inhabitants irrespective of race contributed towards the centre to 
take care of the children.  
It is important however, to gain some knowledge about child growth and 
development. A working knowledge of the world of today’s adolescents would go a long 
way in helping parents and volunteers understand the challenges that face the young 
adolescent. Thus a stable and loving environment can be created. 
                                                          
32 For the last twenty years, I heard and seen this abandonment first hand. Although I could not 
name it then, the horrific impact on the life of young adolescents trying to make decisions like adults, for 
themselves and younger siblings, was noticed. 
 
33 Elkind, All Grown Up and Nowhere to Go, 243. 
 
34 Ibid., 242. 
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The high divorce rate also prevents the creation of a loving and stable presence in 
homes. The interviews confirmed that divorce in the White community is the single 
factor that harms young adolescents the most. It creates huge amounts of instability for 
the children involved. Elkind explains why: “The modern family, often idyllically 
portrayed as a refuge and a retreat from a demanding world, is fast disappearing. In its 
stead we now have a new structure—the postmodern permeable family—that mirrors the 
openness, complexity, and diversity of our contemporary lifestyles.”35  
Young adolescents lost their safe zones and the feeling of a lost childhood, the 
loss of a safe embrace and the seemingly unreachable hope of finding true security, safety 
and rest36 are truly felt by them.37 Young people do not want to be smothered. They need 
the opportunity to go out into the world, but with the knowledge that they have a safe 
place to return. 
As young people become aware of the difficulty, pain and complexity of the 
world, the sorrow of their past is magnified. With the absence of a stable and secure 
loving environment, the adolescent sinks into the world beneath and confide in their 
cluster of friends for emotional and sociological survival.38 They seem to become more 
impenetrable and callous, with no need for adults. Parents and teachers are likely to 
dismiss it as a phase in the young adolescent’s life and that it will blow over. Research is 
                                                          
35 Elkind, Ties that Stress, 1. 
 
36 Clark, Hurt 2.0, 194. 
 
37 In my conversations with teachers, this has been stated over and over again. My research into 
abandonment and the subsequent findings are distributed by me across South Africa to test my findings. 
 
38 Clark, Hurt 2.0, 194-195. 
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to the contrary—this is an authentic depiction of how young adolescents choose to cope 
with the danger of abandonment by those they had trusted. 
Adults should not be fooled by the reactions or even words of young adolescents. 
Adults should know that each of those adolescents is desperate for a safe and secure 
loving presence, regardless of whether the adolescent knows it or not.39 The seemingly 
arrogant demeanour of these adolescents can be off-putting if it is not realised how their 
trust has been shattered by adults. Only after carefully hearing them out and after they 
know that adults can be trusted, that they will show that they are in need of a caring and 
present adult. 
Malvern Home40 was included in the research and a project was undertaken to 
reach out to these orphaned and abused children. The outreach’s aim was to relieve the 
caretakers of these children for a morning and treat them to a breakfast. The volunteers 
would be taking care of the children. After the outreach the volunteers were demoralised. 
They felt that they did not accomplish anything. Explaining to them that it takes time to 
build trust with these children, they volunteered for the second leg a week later. They all 
took part and were amazed of how positive the children reacted. 
 
Youth Need to Experience Authentic, Intimate Relationships with Adults 
Building a bridge between adults and adult-run systems, structures, organizations 
and institutions is not enough to bring vital healing to the wounded psyches of young 
                                                          
39 Ibid. 
 
40 It is a foster home and a place of safety for children that had to be removed from their caretakers 
be it parents or others 
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adolescents.41 Attempts to improve relations between the different role players that care 
for the young were undertaken by government, churches and other organizations. It failed 
miserably. It can be attributed to the inability to alter the behaviour of the children after 
one visit by those involved and them losing interest after that.   
Current government organized programmes for young adolescents are badly run.42 
The persons organizing the programmes have the wrong attitude towards young 
adolescents by getting in on the act for the money and not for true care. The sheer number 
of young adolescents that are in need of these programmes also overwhelms the attempts 
being made. To work collectively is the answer. Clark explains: “Each individual, by the 
time he or she is a mid-adolescent, needs to know that at least one adult knows him or her 
well and will do whatever it takes to bring him or her into the community of healthy 
adulthood.”43 
The community expects parents to care for children as if they were is their own. 
The move away from the core family idea to a preamble one places a lot of strain on 
parents. Single parenthood has become common for young adults. They struggle to rear 
children and work fulltime. Care centres for the very young and children between two 
and six years have multiplied several times over the last twenty years. 
The case of an eleven-year boy was taken on to see in practice the holistic 
approach. He was being disciplined for sexual harassment of a female teacher. It was 
explained to all the parties concerned that the boy was experiencing systemic 
                                                          
41 Clark, Hurt 2.0, 195. 
 
42 The huge number of corruption cases reported to the National prosecuting authority is proof of 
this.  
 
43 Clark, Hurt 2.0, 195. 
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abandonment on three levels. They were: the teacher by not understanding the changed 
world in play, the schoolboard by not recognizing systemic abandonment and the parents 
who did not understand what the child was going through. By working together the 
problem was solved to all involved satisfactorily.    
The biggest problem for parents to build meaningful relationships with their 
children is time. Families are so busy that they do not have time to even enjoy an evening 
meal together. The average time parents spend with their children is a mere twenty-six 
hours a week. The time is consumed by work, travel, sport, gym and sleep. By 
acknowledging this and making adjustments so that more time can be spent together the 
situation can be improved. 
For parents it is never too late to work on increasing time shared with their 
children. One dad reported not spending time with his son when he was young. The dad 
had a demanding job (CSI detective) that kept him away from home for long periods of 
time. After attending a seminar on systemic abandonment he made time. It even involved 
taking his son with on a long flight and catching up during the flight. He reported back 
eighteen months later with his son. They both acknowledged a big improvement in their 
relationship. 
Parents need to know that it is not possible to meet all the nurturing requirements 
for raising a post-modern adolescent.44 The answer is for them and other persons around 
the young adolescent to build genuine relationships with their child. The fact can be 
stated that every child needs authentic, intimate relationships with adults until they have 
completed much of the adolescent process. It is the input of a variety of adults that will 




stem the tide of the consequences of abandonment.45 Concurrence with Clark is necessary 
when he states what the most fundamental need for this abandoned generation is: 
“Nothing else will make a difference—not more baseball fields, more programs and 
events, or more job opportunities. Because the root of the issues related to contemporary 
adolescence has to do with leaving this age group to flounder on its own, the answer is 
relationships with adults who sincerely care.”46 
 
What Needs to Be Done to Curb Systemic Abandonment? 
After listing the needs of young adolescents and avoiding pitfalls of what cannot 
be done, the focus will be turned to the practical side of how young adolescents can be 
helped. Clark has identified five strategies to turn the tide of systemic abandonment. 
These strategies have been the basis for research into the South African context at twelve 
High Schools in Durban. After a period of eighteen months of practical implementation, 
these strategies were responsible for remarkable changes in the perception of all parties 
involved. In short, it works. The five strategies will be addressed below. 
 
Those that Work with Youth should be Trained in the Changing Youth Culture 
Over the course of the research for this paper adults experienced amazement as 
they perceived the world of the young adolescent today. It is as if time stood still for the 
adults and things are the same as they always been. Young adolescents are just being 
difficult and must just adjust in order to be happy. This remark is usually followed by 
how things have been done in their day and that is the way things should be done today.   
                                                          
45 Ibid. 
 
46 Ibid., 196. 
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They subscribe to the norms of their time and choose to ignore most of the new 
developments that occurred. Research reveals that when it comes to parents accepting 
change, it is usually the mothers that are last to accept. Clark captures the spirit of the 
bubble that some live in: “The deeper I got into the changes that have occurred, the more 
I wondered whether most of these committed, caring people have seen adolescent life 
only through their own historical filters.”47 
After lecturing at more than twelve schools, ten youth leader groups and fifteen 
churches the necessity, as stated by Clark,48 is that everyone who works directly with 
adolescents needs to be trained and made aware of how different things are today. This 
has relevance to even just a few years that had passed. Isolation in the pre-1994 years 
sheltered South Africans from new influences and after 1994 everything new was 
perceived as bad. Lessons were never learned on how to engage and cope with change 
and many have a sort of ostrich mentality when it comes to change. Avoidance and 
pretending nothing has changed are the methods of coping with change.   
This attitude of not acknowledging the changes that occurred over the last twenty 
years is the main reason for misunderstandings between parents and young adolescents.  
Because parents do not engage the changes to the world around them and do not change 
their attitudes by clinging on to their own paradigm, they simply do not understand what 
is going on in their children’s lives. The young adolescent cannot reconcile the two 
worlds and choose the one they can understand. 
                                                          





Clark mentions six specific groups49 of people that should be made aware of what 
they are dealing with when it comes to postmodern adolescents. They are: educators, 
government service agents, counsellors, coaches, social and religious youth workers and 
employers of youth. The research done for this dissertation demands a seventh—parents. 
These people represent the field of influence yielded by the most common human 
interactions in which abandonment has taken its toll on young adolescents. The adults 
who serve in these areas should be encouraged to ponder and wrestle with how 
abandonment in their sphere could be avoided. They must actively think about what steps 
need to be taken to care for the needs of every young adolescent. They can start by 
attending classes on the subject of systemic abandonment. 
In a recent lecture that was given to a group of teachers at a local school, many 
when arriving made it clear that it was a waste of time. The older teachers were plain 
miserable and promised little cooperation; they had been told by the headmaster to attend. 
Halfway through the lecture on systemic abandonment, only two grumpy teachers 
remained. At the end even they had to admit that what had been said made sense because 
they experienced these kinds of behaviour from the young adolescents every day. 
 
Those who Serve Adolescents Must Work Together 
The research about systemic abandonment was shared with a church fraternal 
during 2015. Since then the amount of enquiries and the requests for lectures has really 
taken off. Before the research was shared the exposure was very limited due to limited 
time and contact with individuals. The fraternal (brotherhood) really came through and 
                                                          
49 Ibid., 199. 
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the word is spreading about systemic abandonment. The research could also be evaluated 
and checked against real life cases.  
The research is shared freely and cases as far as the other side of the country have 
been referred. Calls keep coming in from distraught parents and teachers. Oddly enough 
the Church seems not to be reacting after the research has been provided to them. 
Regardless of their resources and expertise, adults cannot turn the tide of abandonment on 
their own.50 There are too many excuses not to network properly in the communities: lack 
of time, difficult schedules, the language barrier (South Africa has eleven official 
languages) and scarce to no resources. These excuses increase the damage of systemic 
abandonment on children. 
Attempts to get the Dutch Reform Church involved are currently unsuccessful, 
even at local level. Attempts to involve the church at state level proved even more 
difficult. Reasons why their involvement would be beneficial to the cause are their 
location and resources. With these churches systemic abandonment could be met head on. 
It looks like the main reason for this is the old enemy—lack of interest in change. The 
current executives are all above 55 years of age and happy with the status quo. 
Out of a commitment to nurture children and adolescents it is the God-given 
responsibility of all adults to be compelled to work through their differences and work 
together to stem the tide of abandonment. There are a lot of private and governmental 
structures in place that focusses on children. Working together to curb systemic 
abandonment would certainly make the difference needed to protect children. 
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Those who Serve Adolescents Must Understand Youth and Provide Boundaries 
It is easy to feel overwhelmed because once the realisation sets in what is actually 
happening to young adolescents via systemic abandonment it can be seen everywhere. 
The impact of the hurt they must struggle with is overwhelming. From parents that want 
to give their child a chance in life and enrol them from an early age such as four years old 
to the parent that pushes their child unrelentingly to be the best at everything.   
After walking alongside many young adolescents for the last twenty years the 
method to help them is really straightforward. Adults just need to be there for them. To 
be there for them, their world must be understood and boundaries need to be set that 
protect them, but at the same time give them the confidence to grow up by exploring their 
world in a responsible way. 
The rule to put oneself in the other one’s shoes in order to understand the 
circumstances of the other one is helpful when dealing with young adolescents. That is 
what adults need to do. Systemic abandonment robs adults from doing it. They judge and 
condemn rather than putting themselves in the shoes of young adolescents. Some refuse 
to “lower themselves to the level of the young adolescent” and are uncompromising 
towards their demands that the young adolescent conform to their ideas.51 
As Clark indicated, the greatest hurdle is convincing people that abandonment has 
taken a toll on young adolescents. Most people interviewed about the state of youth had 
an answer ready by saying that the children are okay. After they attend the lectures about 
systemic abandonment, they are shocked. The majority agree that urgent changes need to 
be made to help children. The problem then arises that out of guilt the adult responsible 
                                                          
51 Ibid., 200. 
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for the child over compensates and sets no boundaries. This has catastrophic 
consequences because the young adolescent will use the opportunity to manipulate. 
Providing boundaries for young adolescents is a vital component of nurturing 
them and is the responsibility of every adult in a given community. Most teachers and 
non-parents that were interviewed would quickly deny responsibility for children and will 
add that it is the responsibility of the parents. Examples like supplying alcohol to 
underage adolescents, supplying free condoms and driving without a license are plentiful. 
The answer given by adults in charge of such events is simply that if the parents allow 
their children to be there without supervision, that it is the parent’s problem not theirs. 
Providing boundaries simply means that every adult is responsible for the nurture 
and care of the young in a society.52 Like the example above, just do not give alcohol to 
underage adolescents. Every adult who cares for the adolescents must do whatever it 
takes to address and confront any other adult, organization or policy that adds to the 
effects of abandonment. 
A small, relatively simple action can make a huge difference over time.53 An 
example that the Westville Church fraternal took will enlighten this aspect. For years 
Christmas was presented in a local mall without a trace of Christ. Fat Santas were seen 
everywhere. The young adolescents were thus presented with the commercialised version 
of Christmas. Without the Christian foundation for Christmas, huge potential for 
abandonment was burned into the minds of the young. The fraternal visited the 
management of the mall and reminded them what Christmas was all about. Santa is still 






there but a display of the nativity scene is also to be found. Adults must stand together to 
ensure that each young person is given the best opportunity to be welcomed into the adult 
community. They must keep on advocating the harm of systemic abandonment until the 
rest of the adult community catch up and the advocates of harmful systems are exposed. 
 
Parents Need to be Equipped and Encouraged to Parent their Changing Adolescent 
Parents of young adolescents are all at some level on the edge of panic when their 
young adolescents enter their teens.54 Parents in South Africa are not well informed as to 
the changing world of young adolescents. The parents that have been interviewed over 
the last eight years are responsible for school events, parties, functions, church groups 
and other youth activities still try and preserve the old ways. “What was good for us must 
be good for them” is the slogan that was conveyed. Somehow they believe that if they 
hold on tighter to the reigns things will be alright—it will go back to what it was before. 
Countless times it was argued that forward movement is necessary and that a 
forever-changed world that effects young adolescents must be accepted. Making 
statements like that to advocates of the system landed this project in trouble. Research at 
a school in one rural area was suspended and all ties with the church from which the 
research was done were severed. On enquiry as to the reason, the answer was given that it 
has a bad influence on the children. As individuals, young adolescents returned to a 
private home to complete the research involving them. 
Parents feel insecure and alone in their struggle to make sense of young 
adolescents’ behaviour because they lack the knowledge of what is really going on. Some 
                                                          
54 In South Africa, the distinction between the levels of adolescence are not that refined yet and the 
teenage years are bundled together.  
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parents even are afraid to ask because they fear they will be branded as bad parents. A 
large group of parents simply choose to ignore the apparent problems and tried to carry 
on as before. There are also a small group that realise that something is wrong and there 
must be a way to negotiate the turmoil that is the teenage years.  
Parents need to know that what is happening is not their fault and that with some 
work and understanding they can build good, productive relationships with their children 
even in the midst of cultural chaos.55 Parents, in the light of cultural systemic 
abandonment, should be aware of three changes in adolescent development:56 lengthened 
adolescence, the phenomenon of layered (masks) and underground living and the 
perception of adolescents that they are on their own to figure out how to survive and live. 
Lengthened adolescence means that although teenagers develop physically according to 
their life years, their brain does not. Emotions and perception are curtailed and studies 
have shown that the teenage years can be lengthened into the late-twenties. The desire to 
leave the house and fend for themselves is not present because of their slow mental 
development. They psychologically stay teenagers. This phenomenon is linked to 
hurrying. 
 The phenomenon of layered (masks) means that children act differently in any 
given situation. They present themselves as different personalities to please a certain 
system. At school they will pretend to be an example while at church where present 
themselves as the model Christian. That is not who they are. They struggle with identity 
                                                          





which is normal for the teenage years and by putting on different masks, they lose 
themselves. 
Young adolescents believe that they are on their own because the system has 
abandoned them. They cannot depend on the system. Father walked out on mom 
therefore the system of marriage does not work. Parents and caretakers of adolescents 
that recognize and understand these three aspects of adolescence will be parenting their 
teenage children without fear. 
 
Communities Must Make Sure that Each Student has a Few Adult Advocates who Know 
and Care for Them 
 
Not long ago the norm was to grow up with the idea of a single role model. For 
boys it was the father figure and for girls it was the mother figure. With the crumbling of 
the traditional family structure and the consequence that there are more single parents, the 
pressure is on the single parent to be a role model for both. Between handling a job, 
personal time and nurturing children, many parents just give up and the young adolescent 
is abandoned at home. It is just impossible to keep everything together. Even households 
that have the father and mother are struggling to keep up. 
The result is that children are left to themselves to grow up or even worse - the 
older children are left in charge of younger brothers and sisters. The idea of a mentor for 
struggling young adolescents helped the concept along that one adult per child is good 
enough. The reality is that those mentors are there for a limited time and then leave them.  
A paradigm shift must be made in order to come to terms that one individual does not 
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have the ability to be present in the variety of ways an adolescent needs—that include 
parents. 
The abandonment of needy adolescents by that one person whom they forged a 
good relationship is devastating. Research has clearly shown that several positive and 
supportive relationships that offer the same message must be present to have an effect on 
the life of a child.57 If the child hears only one positive voice the whole week and the rest 
of the week he hears that he is lazy and stupid, the child will believe the message that is 
conveyed the rest of the week—he is stupid and incompetent. One fan, even a great one is 
not enough.58 Every adult must attempt to add competent adults to their array of helpers 
that convey the message of protection, nurture, love, presence and affection. By far the 




A first glance at systemic abandonment reveals a complicated web of systems that 
are in place that hurt children. It took decades to be put in place and has strong advocates 
for it. It is thus easy to expect a complicated plan to undo systemic abandonment. The 
opposite is true. It is a simple straightforward plan that can be easily understood by all 
caretakers of children. It should also not take too many resources as it is usually those 
without resources that are the hardest hit by systemic abandonment. 
                                                          







The plan is just to get responsible and caring adults involved in children’s lives. 
Clark mentions that five adults can be the difference.60 An experiment to evaluate this 
theory were undertaken at three of the schools involved in the research by strengthening 
the support of children in trouble by adding responsible adults to their life’s. The 
outcome was that the children involved became less stressed and were glad to have the 
adults in their lives. The schools report less disciplinary actions. The single parents were 
most grateful for the help and the change for a break. In honour of Clark the project was 
named “51 – 5 adults to 1 child.” 
By just being there for the children without the usual condemnation if they make a 
mistake, the generation gap was closed. Old school values like creating a place for being 
loved and making time for young adolescents opened up gradually. Their trust was being 
restored in adults. 
 
                                                          









CONCLUSION AND THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION 
 
The Church has a unique opportunity in South Africa. It can bring the answer to 
the question of strange behaviour of adolescents by identifying the problem as systemic 
abandonment. Through the Church the message of abandonment can be communicated to 
a wide audience and even reach the smallest town. The Dutch Reformed Church still has 
wide influence in South Africa and membership currently stands at over one million 
members. The fact that they have congregations in nearly every town and city across 
South Africa gives it an opportunity to stem the tide of abandonment. 
The government is not going to do anything soon about abandonment.1 Out of 
ignorance or political agendas they are going to do more harm and contribute more 
towards systemic abandonment. The new School Law being an example.   
Jesus instructed His followers to have a special place in their hearts for children 
just as He had. As His believers it is up to the Church to do something about systemic 
abandonment. It is the Church’s God-given responsibility according to Ephesians 6:4, 
                                                          
1 Dean, Clark and Rahn, Starting Right, 95. 
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“Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and 
instructions of the Lord.” 
The first order for the Church is to identify that systemic abandonment is at work 
in societies, communities and culture. Lecturing ministers about systemic abandonment at 
local, fraternal, metro and state levels can be a start. Attempts have been made to 
introduce lectures for ministers but with limited success. Changed tactics like starting at 
local churches have already proved more productive. The prophets of the system are 
reluctant to change and will not let go easy.2 
Through concerned parents, teachers, pastors and persons who work with 
adolescents the word about abandonment is beginning to spread. Through local church 
fraternal and heads of schools that have received training in the identification of systemic 
abandonment giant steps have already been taken in curbing it. Steps involve simple 
things—parents spending time with their children and no assignments on school holidays.   
Clark’s project 51 must be implemented on a larger scale. It only takes five adults 
and every adult knows five other adults. They must just be convinced to buy into the 
wellbeing of the child. They can be grandparents, friends, teachers, church ministers, 
uncles and the list can go on. The ultimate goal is to put in place five responsible adults 
for every one child across the country. Alone, systemic abandonment cannot be defeated. 
It is a holistic approach that will help. The single parent then stands a chance to curb the 
effects of systemic abandonment. 
                                                          
2 I have forwarded my research to be published to more than twenty publishers. Only two bothered 
to reply. One patronised me by telling my words will find another place to be heard. 
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The research shows that project 51 works. Feedback from a small school on the 
West coast talks about changed children. In Durban the feedback from large schools 
reports fewer incidents at school. Teachers that altered their view report positive 
responses from the children. The project is still running after eighteen months and is 
growing. Informing parents on a larger scale is the next objective. 
The school is where young adolescents will spend most of their time for thirteen 
years. Teachers have the opportunity to curb systemic abandonment and were specifically 
incorporated in the research and implementation of project 51. Feedback of the teachers 
is extremely positive and remarks like: “For the first time I understand the child that sit in 
front of me” is not uncommon.3 On the other hand it is sad to experience that some 
teachers and parents do not accept abandonment as the source of troubled youth as they 
still believe that something else is to blame. They cannot say what that is, but they just 
believe otherwise. 
The three steps that this dissertation proposes can be life altering for adults and 
children. Everyone can now know what systemic abandonment is, where it comes from 
and how to curb it. Policy makers can prevent systems being put in place that harm 
children. Parents can help their children to cope with the systems that hurt them. Young 
adolescents can discover that they are not alone and do not need a world beneath. 
The five strategies as identified by Clark4 can be easily introduced in every home, 
school, workplace and church. The way forward is to enhance these five strategies while 
implementing project 51. The biggest challenge will be to get the word out on systemic 
                                                          
3 The head of the primary school, Deon Pretorius said this to me in person. 
 
4 Clark, Hurt 2.0, 198. 
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abandonment. A start has been made. All of them report a drastic decline in disciplinary 
actions against students and one even reported that for the first time they held a 
successful teacher/parent conference, their topic—Systemic Abandonment. I was 
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